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Abstract 
In 2018-2019, over 1 million international students from all over the world came 

to the United States to seek higher education. Along with their hopes for quality 

education, they brought their own cultures. The clash of the United States (US) culture 

and the foreign cultures produces “culture shock,” the process of learning and adjusting 

to new environments. This process of working through culture shock, which can take 

from days to months, exposes the foreign students to loneliness, depression, and lack of 

belonging. International students also face challenges from language barriers, identity 

crises, and mental distress. To cope with the stress, they might choose to remain in their 

comfort zone and isolate themselves from other cultures, but this prevents them from 

taking full advantage of their new environment and communities. Many institutions 

offer programs to help students from different backgrounds to embrace diversity by 

hosting student groups, culture fest, and seminars. They have tried to solve this 

problem, but for many individuals, it is still difficult to encounter and address culture 

shock adequately. 

This thesis analyzes the effects of culture shocks, the usage of games in empathy 

building, and their use as an aid in the understanding of cultural barriers. It first 

explores the challenges international students face and their coping strategies. It then 

surveys research into existing empathy-building games that have shown a positive 
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impact on the targeted audience. Finally, the thesis introduces a digital card game, 

Cultivated, which was developed to act upon these research findings and to create an 

experience that helps to address the issue of cultural shock. The game is also designed 

for domestic students to discover cultural differences alongside their international peers. 

The players are asked to co-develop a new culture of communication together, to 

experience “culture shock” together, and most importantly to learn about each other’s 

cultures in real life. They do so by exploring the following five aspects of the culture 

shock phenomenon: language, value, symbol, norm, and ritual. This paper argues that a 

gamified approach to the problem, a digital card game thematized around addressing 

culture shock, can help tell the story of international students to both themselves and 

others. Playing the game can aid in understanding, build empathy, and help bridge 

cultural barriers.  
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1. Introduction  
1.1 Culture Shock, the Good and the Bad 

The term culture shock was first introduced in 1960 by Kalervo Oberg. He 

described it as “an occupational disease of people who have been suddenly transplanted 

abroad”.1 Oberg described the six symptoms of culture shock as stress, sense of loss, fear 

of rejection, identity crises, anxiety from culture differences, and feeling of helplessness.2 

Some foreigners experience it and recover from it quickly, but others remains in “a 

constant state of shock”. International students, who study abroad in a foreign country, 

often experience culture shock because of the cultural differences they experience after 

they arrive. While many institutions have implemented programs to help with culture 

shock, these programs are not adequate in bridging the cultural gap.3 The programs 

focus mainly on teaching international students how to transition into a new cultural 

environment. They neglect low cultural awareness from the local students. It is 

insufficient to only teach one side of the student population about cultural differences. 

 

1 Oberg, Kalervo. Cultural Shock: Adjustment to New Cultural Environments. 
2 Pyvis, David, and Anne Chapman. Culture Shock and the International Student ‘Offshore. 
3 Presbitero, Alfred. Culture shock and reverse culture shock: The moderating role of cultural intelligence in 
international students' adaptation. 
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One of the responses to culture shock is adaptation, an effort to make adjustment 

according to the environment demands.4 A positive adaptation can result in a successful 

experience and decrease in culture shock symptoms, but a negative adaptation can lead 

to low life satisfaction and low productivity. Those who are highly impacted by culture 

shock often limit their engagement in social activities with native students. Instead, they 

mostly only engage in monocultural interaction, which means socializing with people 

from the same cultural background. One study shows that monocultural interaction 

alone is ineffective in acculturation, the transition to cope with culture shock, in a 

multicultural country.5 Bicultural interaction, meaning building friendships across 

cultures, not only benefits in intercultural communication, but also decrease the negative 

effects of culture shock. Although this is a desirable outcome, however, engaging in 

bicultural interaction may be difficult to achieve because of intercultural biases, 

language barriers, and miscommunications. 

According to the social identity theory, an intergroup bias, which means the 

misunderstanding towards different social groups, could result in activities that further 

increase the degree of racial and ethnic tension.6 Participating in ethnically oriented 

 

4 Presbitero, Alfred. Culture shock and reverse culture shock: The moderating role of cultural intelligence in 
international students' adaptation. 
5 Li, S. & Zizzi, S.. A case study of international students’ social adjustment, friendship development, and physical 
activity. 
6 Sidanius, J., Van Laar, C., Levin, S., & Sinclair, S. Ethnic Enclaves and the Dynamics of Social Identity on the 
College Campus: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.  
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student groups increases the tendency for intergroup biases and discrimination. 

However, culture barriers can be mitigated under certain circumstances. Rather than 

relying on intergroup connections alone, it is important for international students to 

build a cross-cultural understanding to help minimize the negative impacts of culture 

shock.  

1.2 Games and Culture 

Many people use games as major entertainments. Globally, over 183 million 

people report to playing games regularly for about 13 hours per week.7 Games are 

becoming a significant part of our daily lives. Jane McGonigal argues that “games fulfill 

human needs that the real world cannot”. 8 For example, in the board game Pandemic, 

people take on the responsibilities of scientists to save the world from a worldwide 

disease. It gives the players the feelings of satisfaction when they win the game because 

they were capable to solve worldwide problems, at least in the terms of the game 

environment. Even if they lose, there is no real-life consequences. A common 

misunderstanding is that games are a waste of time, but they can be educational. The 

game, Pandemic, is a mimicry of the global outbreaks and it can be beneficial to those 

who are not familiar with or have no interest in public health. 

 

7 McGonigal, J. 2012. Reality is broken: Why games make us better and how they can change the world. London: 
Penguin Books. 3-4.  
8 McGonigal, J. 2012.  
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Games are also used in many fields including education, medical research, 

history, and culture studies to shape behaviors. A research shows that the use of games 

has helped improve children’s moral choices.9 Another study shows improvement in 

student’s learning motivation, problem solving skills and achievements.10 Games can be 

used to simulate serious situations. In recent years, serious games have becoming more 

prevalent in preparing people with traumatic events. For example, the police academy 

has been using VR simulation to build empathy in new officers. It helps them to 

understand their responsibilities, and their actions have strong impact on people. Games 

are also used to bridge cultural barriers. In the game, Barnga, players engage in a silent 

card game tournament. The twist is that each player follows a different rule. This causes 

tension and conflicts between the players. It simulates the challenges in intercultural 

communication.  

1.3 Digital Component Overview 

This project focuses on building empathy among players by presenting the 

experience of culture shock. Gamification, the process of adding game elements to non-

game context, is an effective method of building empathy. Before deciding on using 

 

9 L. L. Abiola, The effect of digital storytelling on kindergarten pupils’ achievement in moral instruction in basic 
schools in Oyo State. 
10 C.-M. Hung, G.-J. Hwang, and I. Huang, A project-based digital storytelling approach for 
improving students' learning motivation, problem-solving competence and learning 
achievement. 
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digital games, I considered using other methods to address the issue of culture shock. 

Board games usually have rich contents to help the players enter the game world. 

However, the production cost of board games is higher than card games. It is harder to 

make changes to board games as well as distribute the game remotely. Another option is 

to use VR (Virtual Reality) technology which is a rising new technology for simulations. 

Some universities have implemented VR in abnormal psychology classes to help student 

embody mental health diagnosis and treatments. Research shows that VR simulation 

help the students become more appreciative and aware of these interventions. 11 

However, VR still has many instabilities in user-comfort level and due to its high cost, it 

is not accessible to a majority of the student body. AR (Augmented Reality), on the other 

hand, is a more flexible technology that could be highly compatible with the topic of this 

project. Many AR applications can be downloaded on cell phones for low cost and it 

adds layers to the existing content. In the last section of this paper, it will be explained 

how AR can enhance the user experience of this project. Currently, the project’s digital 

component is a digital card game. This form was chosen because of its relative 

simplicity, effectiveness, and ability to be played in a remote format. Because of Covid-

19, it is unlikely institutions will be able to hold diversity workshops in person. The 

 

11 Formosa, N.J., Morrison, B.W., Hill, G. and Stone, D. (2018), Testing the efficacy of a virtual reality-based 
simulation in enhancing users’ knowledge, attitudes, and empathy relating to psychosis. Aust J Psychol, 70: 
57-65. doi:10.1111/ajpy.12167 
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digital card game is designed to allow students to socialize on Zoom and to learn about 

culture shock at the same time. It is designed to be a casual but educational group 

activity that builds empathy between students. 

The focus of this thesis project is to find an appropriate method to raise cultural 

awareness and specifically to address the challenges of culture shock. It is important to 

find a tool that will deliver the content effectively. The digital component of this project 

is built to support orientation and diversity workshops. The game is designed to be 

player among local students and international students. The desired outcome of this 

project is to create an experience that cultivates empathy for cultural differences and 

provides a space for conversations about those differences. In the following chapters, 

this paper will discuss the challenges international students face related to culture shock, 

how games can create spaces for sharing experiences, and the application of this 

research to the design of this project.  
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2. Facing Challenges as International Students 
International students are “students who seek education in a foreign country”. 1 

In this paper, the term “international students” refer to the foreigners who come to the 

United States (US) for higher education purposes.  

 

Figure 1: The trend of international students from 1948/49 – 2018/19. 

In the past decade, the number of international students enrolled in the US 

Universities has increases tremendously. Figure 1 shows the number of international 

students enrolled from 1948/1949 – 2018/2019. In the school year 2018-2019, there were 

over 1 million international students in the US including those enrolled in an academic 

program and Optional Practical Training (OPT). 2 It is clear to see the upward trend and 

it has remained in the same range for the past five years. In addition, more than 50% of 

 

1 The Power of International Education. Open Doors, 2019. 
2 The Power of International Education, 2019. 
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the students were from non-European cultural backgrounds. At the same time, over 

300,000 US students studied abroad in a foreign country in 2018/2019. Study abroad 

students, in this case, “refers to US students seeking academic credits as part of the 

academic program in a foreign country for a limited period of time”. 3 These students 

become part of the international student’s population in the foreign nation. Over 1/3 of 

the study abroad students went to Anglo-western countries: United Kingdom, Spain 

and Italy. Additionally, over 30,000 US students participated in non-credit based work, 

volunteering, research and internships. While studying abroad is a mind-opening 

experience for the US students, international students often face many challenges in 

navigating them.  

2.1 Defining Culture and Culture Shock  

The word culture means “a set of rules, behaviors and characteristics followed by 

a group of people”. 4 People in a culture performs certain behaviors, use certain 

languages and engage in certain activities. They tend to evaluate the members outside 

the group based on the norms of their group. 5 The dynamic nature of culture also 

changes from person to person, and from time to time.6 It is almost impossible to 

describe a culture based on any member of the group because not one person can 

 

3 The Power of International Education., 2019. 
4 Gray, B. Culture, cultural competence and the cross-cultural consultation. J Paediatr Child Health, 54: 343-
345, 2018. 
5 Gray, B, 2018. 
6 Gray, B, 2018. 
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represent the culture of the whole group. Culture is often misused to label races and 

ethnicities. Some cultures belong to certain groups of the ethnicity and others belong to 

multiple ethnicities. When an international student comes to the US, the student leaves a 

familiar cultural environment and enters into a foreign environment. The student will 

find cultural differences in clothing, food, pop culture, religion and other areas. It can be 

overwhelming for the student to decide on what to explore, what to accept and what to 

reject with the new information 

 There are 5 elements in a culture: symbol, language, norm, ritual and value.7 

Symbols are “signs, words and objects that have specific meanings”. 8 For example, flags 

are symbols that signal the identity of a group. Each country has a unique flag to show 

the national identity of that nation. Language is “a shared knowledge of how people 

communicate in a culture”. 9 It can be further divided into verbal, written and body 

languages. The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis suggests that “language influences how people 

understand the world”. 10 For example, in the United States, people may say “Happy 

New Year”, but in China, people may say “Hope you get rich” or “New year is good”. 

These phrases represent how people in the culture view new year celebration 

traditionally, and they are passed down through generations. Norms are “expected 

 

7 Barkan, S. E. Culture. In Sociology: Understanding and changing the social world (pp. 1-10). Washington, 
D.C., MI: Flat World Knowledge, 2016. 
8 Barkan, S. E, 2016. 
9 Barkan, S. E, 2016. 
10 Barkan, S. E., 2016. 
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behaviors of a culture”. 11 For example, one research study shows that drinking behavior 

differs in difference culture. 12  In some cultures, consuming alcoholic beverage is a 

private event that should be contained and controlled. People in this culture show 

inhibition in expressive behavior because being drunk is less favored by the norm. But 

in other cultures, people have opposite drinking behaviors. It is common for people to 

show expressive behavior after consuming alcohol. Rituals are “ceremonies that are 

held on life events”. For example, different cultures celebrate wedding differently. In the 

US, brides often wear white colored wedding dresses to show purity, but in Indian 

culture, brides often wear brightly colored Sarees as a festive and religious celebration. 

Values are “the moral standards of a culture to judge what is preferred and what is less 

valued”. 13 In some cultures, people’s individual opinion is highly valued and celebrated. 

But in other cultures, the wellness of the family is viewed higher than individual desire.  

Culture shock happens when an individual encounters a new culture in which 

one or more of these elements do not align. Research shows that “culture shock is 

associated with affective, behavior and cognitive process.”14 The affective process is 

“related to the stress the individual experiences when moving to an unfamiliar place”. 

For example, when an international student, who is used to the living style in home 

 

11 Barkan, S. E, 2016. 
12 Barkan, S. E, 2016. 
13 Barkan, S. E, 2016. 
14 Presbitero, Alfred, 2016. 
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culture, moves to a new cultural environment, they are forced to learn new living styles. 

They are likely to feel stressed from this change of behavior. The behavioral process is 

“influenced by the amount of cultural related skills”. For example, the handshake is a 

sign for friendly greetings. If a student is familiar with this cultural related skill, the 

student is more likely to process the behavior faster. And the cognitive process 

“depends on the individual’s perception of self and the others,” which helps shape the 

student’s identity. For example, when the students face new culture, it causes them to 

question whether they should accept changes or remain the same. The impact of culture 

shock was not studied until in the 1960, Kalervo Oberg first identified “the six 

characteristics of culture shock: stress, loneliness, fear, confusion, anxiety, and 

frustration”.15 International students often experience a combination of these 

“symptoms”. A common response is that it is the students’ responsibility to make 

appropriate adjustments whether it means to accept or reject the new culture. While 

successful adaptation can help them achieve a high living satisfaction, an unsuccessful 

adaptation has the opposite effect.  

Furthermore, culture shock not only affects the well-being of the students but 

also the well-being of the college community. Culture shock is not limited to 

international students, although they are most likely to experience it acutely. A research 

 

15 Pyvis, David, and Anne Chapman, 2005. 
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study shows that “most students whether local or international experience culture shock 

when transitioning into college”.16 One of the symptoms of culture shock is loneliness. 

Over 1/3 of all the students reported to feel moderately lonely, and over 1/2 of these 

students felt emotional lonely, which means a lack of intimate connection, instead of 

socially lonely, which means a lack of social interaction. 17 The study suggests that 

students usually attended social events like parties and sports, but these relationships 

were often superficial. There is a lack of deeper, long-lasting friendship. In addition, 

international students showed higher rate of social loneliness than local students. They 

often lacked interactions when they first arrived while the locals already had stable 

friend groups. Regardless of the type of loneliness, loneliness is associated with 

depression and suicidal behaviors. The wellbeing of the college community depends on 

how local and international students overcome these challenges. Many institutions offer 

seminar and workshops to international students, but it is not enough to only educate 

these students. It is important to educate the local students of cultural differences and 

the effects of culture shock in order for everyone to learn and grow from living in 

community together.   

 

16 Diehl, Katharina et al. Loneliness at Universities: Determinants of Emotional and Social Loneliness among 
Students. International journal of environmental research and public health vol. 15,9 1865. 29 Aug. 2018. 
17 Diehl, Katharina et al.. 2018. 
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2.2 Language Barriers 

Language is created to communicate and convey culture. Culture is also refined 

by the language. Many international students struggle with language barriers: “the 

barriers of speaking, listening, reading and writing; the barriers of slangs and culture 

related idioms; and a resulting lack of confidence to speak”.18 International students 

have to learn the basic skills of speaking, learning, reading and writing to communicate 

to local students. For international students coming to the US, the focus of this project, it 

is not easy to learn all the rules of the English language as it colloquially spoken. Even if 

international students can memorize vocabulary and study the grammatic structure of 

English, the US culture is more than the language. Slangs and idioms change with 

cultural fluidity and differ from culture to culture. When international students learn the 

US culture, they have to translate it from US English to their own language. Many 

cultural contexts are lost in the translation so that they cannot be directly translated. 

Although language barriers exist for most international students, they usually have 

different levels of English proficiency, interactions, and experiences. The common 

misunderstanding is that English proficiency is the main struggle international students 

encounter related to language barriers. A research study shows, however, that “a lack of 

self-perception of English competency might be the real reason why students have a 

 

18 Ma, Junqian. Supporting Practices to Break Chinese International Students' Language Barriers: The First Step to 
Facilitate Their Social Adjustment. Journal of International Students 10, no. 184, 2020. 
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hard time interacting with others”. 19 Students do not know their own level of English 

skills and often underestimate themselves. The less international students speak English 

with local students, the less likely they are to learn about their English level, and the 

more of a language barrier they will feel. 20  

Unfortunately, neither the international students nor local students are strongly 

motivated to bridge language barriers. For many international students, academic 

achievements are more important than cross-culture learning. The more stressful they 

feel it is to socialize with locals, the less likely they will be to spend time in intercultural 

communication, or the communication between people from difference cultural 

backgrounds. Local students who already have established social circles may also not 

have a strong desire to interact with international students without motivation.21 It is 

easier for both international students and local students to remain in their comfort zone 

and speak the language that is most familiar to them. Communication difficulties can 

lead to “low-quality conversations and a lower desire to build relationships”. 22 For 

example, a study focused on the interaction between Chinese international students and 

Australian local students found a lot of challenges in communication. The Chinese 

students appeared to be more overwhelmed with Australian English and demonstrated 

 

19 Ma, Junqian, 2020. 
20 Ma, Junqian, 2020. 
21 Salamonson, Yenna. Clearing the Language Barrier. Nursing Standard. 25, no. 5 (Oct, 2010): 69, 2013. 
22 Salamonson, Yenna., 2013. 



 

15 

a lack of confidence to in speaking. The Australian students had a hard time 

understanding Chinese English and also reflected a lack of desire to speak with the 

Chinese students. The study also found that different communication norms are 

contributors to conflicts, expectations and constraints between the students from 

different cultural backgrounds.23 For example, in some cultures, people speak with 

louder voice and use expressive body gestures which is the opposite from other cultures.  

2.3 Identity Crises 

 Another big challenge associated with culture shock is identity crises. Identity 

crises happen when “a person is put into a culture that is conflicted with their own 

culture”. 24 The differences in culture causes the person to reevaluate their own identity. 

When international students come to the US, they lose a lot of the social connections in 

their home country. A lack of community creates a challenge for the students to practice 

their own culture. Research shows that “international students with high social self-

efficacy show more capability to rebuild social network and lower acculturation of 

stress”.25 Self-efficacy refers to “a person’s belief in its ability to manage a situation”, and 

it could be a protective factor against loneliness. 26 Students with higher self-efficacy are 

 

23 God, Yu & Zhang, Hongzhi. Intercultural challenges, intracultural practices: how Chinese and Australian 
students understand and experience intercultural communication at an Australian university. Higher Education. 78, 
2019. 
24 Tsai, W., Wang, K. T., & Wei, M. Reciprocal relations between social self-efficacy and loneliness among Chinese 
international students. Asian American Journal of Psychology, 8(2), 94–102, 2017.  
25 Tsai, W., Wang, K. T., & Wei, M., 2017.  
26 Tsai, W., Wang, K. T., & Wei, M., 2017. 
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more likely to “initiate conversations, participate in group activities and deal with 

rejections”.27 Students have higher self-efficacy with their native language than their 

second languages. For example, a Chinese student has higher self-efficacy when 

speaking Chinese. But when this student speaks English, a lower self-efficacy is shown. 

This could be a contributing factor to student’s culture shock experience and loneliness. 

Having a higher self-efficacy decreases the level of loneliness and feeling lonely lowers 

the self-efficacy level. When international students develop relationship with local 

students, they tend to develop higher living and social network satisfaction. But even to 

students with high self-efficacy, it is still difficult to maintain friendship because a strong 

cultural identity does not lead to a strong desire for intercultural friendship.  

Many international students find their identity in nationality and ethnicity. It is 

common to join ethnicity related associations, such as Indian Student Association, 

because it keeps them connected with their own culture and creates opportunity for 

social network. Based on social identity theory, “members of an in-group tend to 

develop intergroup biases and even discrimination with the out-group”.28 In other 

words, in-group is the social circle a student is a part of, and the out-group is a social 

circle the student is not part of. Joining ethnicity related associations helps the students 

to develop strong self-identities. Study shows that international students who join 

 

27 Tsai, W., Wang, K. T., & Wei, M, 2017.  
28 Sidanius, James, Colette Van Laar, Shana Levin, and Stacey Sinclair, 2004. 
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ethnicity related group show more ethnic activism and a sense of belonging to the 

community. Under some conditions, like comparative judgement of individuals within 

and outside the group, international students with strong identifications could have 

intergroup biases toward members of the out-group. Unfortunately, identifications with 

these groups can also increase the likelihood of developing ethnic victimization, the 

feeling of being discriminated based on one’s ethnicity. This is true to the local students 

too. For example, when a local student joins a Greek Fraternity, he is more likely to 

develop biases towards those who are not. Research study shows that students who feel 

ethically discriminated appear to have higher academic achievements. But it also 

increases intergroup tension and conflicts. When ethnic related association are exclusive, 

it highlights the different between cultural backgrounds. It is more likely for students to 

develop stereotypes and misunderstanding for the members of the other groups.  

Metastereotype are the “stereotypes that the members of a group believe that 

they’re viewed through by the out-group”. 29 It is a common phenomenon among people 

who identity as black or white, men or women, religious or nonreligious, etc.30 Past 

studies show that some international students have metastereotypes and falsely believe 

that the host country looks down on and underestimate them. Some students infer these 

 

29 Imai, Tatsuya. How You See Us Hurts Me! Influences of Metastereotypes That International Students 
Hold on Their Self-disclosure, Loneliness and Depression. Journal of Intercultural Communication Research. 
46. 385-399, 2017. 
30 Imai, Tatsuya., 2017. 
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attitudes from the way their country is portraited in the host country and the way the 

professors talk with them. Research shows that international students who believe 

others view them with negative metastereotypes often struggle with self-disclosure, 

loneliness, and depression. They are more likely to conceal their identities, or not risk 

exposure to out-group members, so that they do not fall into the stereotypes or do they 

feel devalued. International students isolating themselves due to fear of rejection can 

lead to loneliness and depression.  

2.4 Coping with Challenges  

 Culture shock, which as noted above may include cultural difference, language 

barriers, and identity crises, is challenging for many international students. So how do 

they cope with these challenges? In the midst of “fitting in”, acculturation is a natural 

process to cope with culture shock. Acculturation is “a bidimensional model that 

describes the process of preserving one’s heritage culture and adopting the main culture 

of the environment”.31 There are four strategies of acculturation: integration, absorbing 

the host culture into the heritage culture; assimilation, adjusting to the host culture; 

separation, rejecting the host culture; and marginalization, rejecting both cultures. 32 

Many researches use acculturation to predict international student’s adaptation 

 

31 Cao, C., Zhu, C. and Meng, Q. Predicting Chinese international students’ acculturation strategies from socio-
demographic variables and social ties. Asian J Soc Psychol, 20: 85-96, 2017. 
32 Cao, C., Zhu, C. and Meng, Q., 2017. 
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outcome. One research study found that those who use integration strategies show less 

depression and those who use assimilations has better intercultural relationship and 

sociocultural competency in the host culture.33  

Acculturation can be influenced by the intercultural interaction of international 

students. Research shows that international students mainly form the following three 

social interactions: monocultural, bicultural and multicultural.34 In a monocultural 

interaction, international students build conational relationship with other students 

from the same country. Students often find a sense of belonging in this interaction and 

have increased satisfactions. Those who join ethnicity related associations often form 

monocultural friendships. Bicultural interaction is formed between international 

students and local students and is often challenging for non-western background 

students. Bicultural interaction is beneficial for positive acculturation, and it helps 

improving language barriers, homesickness and loneliness. Research shows that many 

Asian international students lack contacts with US students.35 There could be many 

reasons for this. One report shows that some local students did not like working on 

assignments with international students because of different working styles.36 But there 

 

33 Arends-Toth, J., & van de Vijver, F. J. R. Assessment of psychological acculturation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006. 
34 Li, S. & Zizzi, S. A case study of international students’ social adjustment, friendship development, and 
physical activity. Journal of International Students. 8. 389-408, 2018. 
35 Arends-Toth, J., & van de Vijver, F. J. R, 2006. 
36 Li, S. & Zizzi, S, 2018. 
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are many benefits to diversity including shared resources, new ideas and well-rounded 

solutions. A successful bicultural interaction requires effort from both sides of the 

student groups. Multicultural interaction refers to the relationship between international 

students from different countries. Not a lot of research is done on this type of 

interaction, but there is evidence that shows multicultural interaction offers international 

students’ companionship with those who share similar struggles.37  

Sociodemographic variables, which includes age, gender, ethnicity, length of 

residency, etc., can also affect acculturation. It is debatable whether age, gender or 

length of residency have significant effects, but evidence shows that familiarity with the 

US culture is a strong factor.38 Similarly, students who have prior knowledge of the US 

culture have easier transitions into the culture.  

A recent study focuses on the acculturation strategies of a group of Chinese 

students in Belgium.39 The results show that the most common strategy is integration, 

followed by separation. Both strategies have high identification with the home culture. 

One explanation is that international students usually go back to their home country 

after graduation, so that they want to keep the connection with their home cultures. A 

close conational relationship also helps the students to build a community of home 

culture. The study argues that many cultural values are formed deeply and cannot be 

 

37 Li, S. & Zizzi, S, 2018. 
38 Arends-Toth, J., & van de Vijver, F. J. R, 2006. 
39 Arends-Toth, J., & van de Vijver, F. J. R, 2006. 
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modified. Maybe that is why many international students choose these two strategies. 

Another result shows that students who choose integration have closer conational 

interaction than other groups, and those who had prior experience are more likely to 

choose assimilation. This is also true with language barriers. International students who 

are more fluent in English have stronger tendency for intercultural communication and 

closer identity to US students. One study suggests that students with high proficiency in 

English have lower conational contact because they want to broaden their multicultural 

experiences.40  

This paper aims to point out the fact that culture barriers are challenging but 

possible to overcome. A recent study uses effective guided intervention to help Chinese 

international students with intercultural interaction.41 The results shown that students 

show more positive experiences when a well-structured guidance that includes shared 

knowledge and contradictions of both cultures is offered. This finding shows that the 

role of the mediators is crucial because they have the empathy to build a bridge for 

students from different cultural backgrounds. And empathy building is necessary for 

the students to become more aware of other people’s cultural backgrounds. This paper 

defines “empathy” as taking other person’s perspective, emotions and show an 

 

40 Arends-Toth, J., & van de Vijver, F. J. R, 2006. 
41 God, Yu & Zhang, Hongzhi, 2019. 
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understanding of that perspective.42  In the next chapter, the paper will discuss how 

existing games are beneficial for building empathy.

 

42 Bouton, Bobette. Empathy Research and Teacher Preparation: Benefits. ERIC: Institute of Education Sciences. 
SRATE Journal, v25 n2 p16-25, 2016.  
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3. Meaningful Games 
The behavior, play, exists before culture was formed. 1 It is a voluntary action that 

is universal to humans and animals. It is not a biological or rational need. Play is not 

necessary for our survival, nor is it related to productivity, but humans enjoy playing. It 

happens outside of the ordinary life. It does not have any real outcomes outside of its 

boundary. It draws the players in deeply and forms community around the play. 2 All 

forms of plays are meaningful and are determined by the outcome. A meaningful play in 

games translates to the relationship between the player’s action and the game outcome.3 

When the player’s action leads to a clear outcome, the play is meaningful and 

discernable. For example, when the player shoots a spaceship and scores a point, the 

feedback shows the outcome is positive. When the player’s action has a long-term 

benefit, the play is meaningful and integrated. For example, if the player destroys all the 

spaceships, the player will level up and receive more gold. It shows that the action of 

attacking the spaceship benefits the player later in the game. Meaningful play 

experiences are the building blocks of meaningful games because they define the 

player’s relationship to the game and to the action of play.  

 

1 Huizinga, J. Nature and Significance of Play as a Cultural Phenomenon. In Homo ludens: A study of the play-
element in culture (pp. 1-27). Mansfield Centre, CT, NY: Martino Publish, 2014. 
2 Huizinga, J, 2014.  
3 Salen, K., & Zimmerman, E. Meaningful Play. In Rules of play: Game design fundamentals (pp. 31-37). 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2010. 
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In the book Reality is Broken, Jane McGonigal states that “a game has four 

components: goal, rule, feedback and voluntary participation. “4 The goal is the desired 

outcome of the game whether it is to win or to gain. The rule explains the boundaries of 

the game and how the players can achieve the goal. It offers clear instructions to what 

actions to take and the consequences of each action. It prevents player from going out of 

the imagined game world and provides an action plan to reach the goal. The feedback 

shows the player’s progress in the game. It can motivate the players to use an action or 

alert the player to stop the action. It also predicts the game ending for the player. The 

voluntary participation ensures that the players are willing to follow the rules. The 

player has the right to leave the game without real world consequences. In other words, 

game is a system with voluntary participants who are guided by the rules to reach a 

certain goal with the help of feedbacks. Similar to play, games may appear to be 

unproductive, but they have meaningful outcomes. In fact, many games involve trial 

and error, labor work, mind bending, and conflict resolution. Games are powerful tools 

to motivate people into perspective changes, empathy building and bridging barriers. 5  

 

4 McGonigal, J. Reality is broken: Why games make us better and how they can change the world. Penguin Press, 
2011. 
5 McGonigal, J, 2011.  
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3.1 Games as Agents for Perspective Changes 

One of the reasons why people play games is to make imagined contributions to 

problems that cannot be solved in real life. They can become heroes within the game 

world. 6 For example, in the game Pandemic, players take on the roles of leading scientists 

to save the world in pandemic. Every player is valued, and everyone has the power to 

make a change. Games not only fulfill the desire of being worthy but also awards the 

player’s hard work. Research shows that when people perform hard work, the positive 

stress that comes with it is more enjoyable than easy fun.7 In other words, games that 

requires hard work are more beneficial to our happiness than watching tv. 8 Some 

examples of hard work in games including collecting items, solving puzzles, and 

competition. These tasks take time and skills to achieve. The positive stress comes with 

the hard work helps the player to be more confident in their capability to face 

challenges. They also become more engaged to solve problems in stressfully situations. 

Therefore, games can motivate players to do hard work and make perspective changes.  

Games include a clear goal and an action plan. 9 An action plan ensures the goal 

is reachable. A game with a clear goal but not an action plan becomes an unsolvable 

problem. Not all games reveal the action plan to the players, but the players know the 

 

6 McGonigal, J. Reality is broken: Why games make us better and how they can change the world. Penguin Press, 
2011. 
7 McGonigal, J. 31-32, 2011. 
8 McGonigal, J. 31-32, 2011. 
9 McGonigal, J. 31-32, 2011. 
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goal is achievable and are motivated to get there. Once the player reaches the goal, an 

immediate award is presented. Whether the award is an improvement of self-worth or 

the world around us, the player accomplishes something meaningful in the game. It also 

helps the players to feel more productive with their daily life. A recent survey shows 

that 70 percent of the high-level executives play casual games during work to help them 

feel more productive. 10  Casual games are the low intensity games that have low impact, 

low skill requirements and simple tasks. Casual games are not always easy work, but 

they are games with clear goals and easy action plans. Players often use casual games to 

destress and regain motivation in real life work. The games also allow them to see the 

results of their work quickly which is not usually the case in real life. They give players 

hope that the work they are doing is meaningful.    

Although 80 percent of the game play results in failure, it does not stop players 

from trying. 11 The term “Art of Failure” is a paradox of failing forward to success. 12 

Even though many players hate losing, they keep trying until they reach victory. Failure 

is an important part of successful game play. Research shows that positive failure creates 

a strong will to succeed. 13 Players don’t easily give up on failure in games because there 

is room for improvement and the player can reach the goal by practice or better strategy. 

 

10 McGonigal, J, 2011.  
11 McGonigal, J, 2011.  
12 Ruberg, B. Playing to lose. Gaming representation: Race, gender, and sexuality in video games (pp. 197-
207). Bloomington, IN, IN: Indiana University Press, 2017. 
13 McGonigal, J, 2011.  
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Games allow room for trial and error that the reality does not. Players are more likely to 

experiment with their strategy in games than in real world. They also display a strong 

sense of optimism in gameplay. When the games give appropriate failure feedback, it 

motivates the player to keep playing. Players can easily estimate the cost to success and 

their skill level. It can also help the players to set more realistic goals that are achievable. 

On the other hand, when the failure is unjust, players are more likely to lose motivation. 

It takes away their control of the outcome. It also questions the action plan whether it is 

really executable. The outcome in games usually do not translate into real life success, 

but games help the players to set realistic goals. It also helps the players to build the 

right amount of confidence they need to overcome the challenge.   
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3.1.1 Awkward Moment 

 

Figure 2: Awkward Moment is a game about gender-biases in STEM field.14 

Awkward Moment is a card game created by the Tiltfactor lab at Dartmouth 

College. The goal of this game to use awkward moments in social situations to reveal 

gender biases about women in Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM). 15 

The awkward situations includes association of women with science, response to bias, 

and perspective taking. For example, questioning female’s capability in completing a 

task by using the phrase “like a girl”. The rule of this game is very simple: play the best 

reaction card to an awkward moment card. The game allows the player to take turns to 

be the decider for the best reaction. The feedback of this game relies on the decider’s 

choice. Every decider has a different judging criterion based on personal experience, 

 

14 Tiltfactor. “Awkward Moment”, 2015. https://tiltfactor.org/game/awkward-moment/.  
15 Kaufman, G., & Flanagan, M. A psychologically “embedded” approach to designing games for prosocial causes. 
Cyberpsychology: Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 9(3), article 5, 2015. 
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biases and preferences. The difference also helps the players to share their 

understanding and break any barriers of gender biases. The creator of the game uses the 

Embedded Design methods which “includes the information about the social problem 

into the game design itself”. 16 It implicitly includes gender-bias related information into 

the game’s content, design and play. Research shows that showing informative 

statements does not change the player’s belief, behavior or emotional response.17 One of 

the reasons is that sharing information about social problem directly reinforces the 

viewers to contribute to the problem. For example, showing theft of wood in Arizona’s 

Petrified Forest National Parks increases the incidence of wood theft.18 Sharing 

information about gender-biases towards women directly run the risk of suggesting 

such behavior to the players. Another reason is the possibility to “trigger psychological 

defenses”. When players feel any violation of freedom, they are likely to shift their 

attention in defending the freedom and resist the information. This self-defense happens 

even when the information is about positive change. 19 For example, using strong words 

than gentle words to promote flossing leads to more angry responses.20 Bias blindness is 

another reason why the psychological defense happens. When an individual is unaware 

 

16 Kaufman, G., & Flanagan, M, 2015. 
17 Kaufman, G., & Flanagan, M, 2015. 
18 Cialdini, R. B., Demaine, L. J., Sagarin, B. J., Barrett, D. W., Rhoads, K., & Winter, P. L. (2006). Managing 
social norms for persuasive impact. Social Influence, 1, 3–15, 2006. 
19 Kaufman, G., & Flanagan, M, 2015.  
20 Dillard, J. P., & Shen, L. On the nature of reactance and its role in persuasive health communication. 
Communication Monographs, 72, 144–168, 2005. 
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of the bias, it is less likely for them to accept this information. Awkward Moments uses 

Embedded Design to prevent defensive responses and promote effective changes that 

could happen using explicit content.   

The Embedded Design is an effective and persuasive method that subtly 

introduce perspective changes to the players. The design strategy Awkward Moment uses 

is intermixing: mix “on-topic” cards with “off-topic” cards to create an approachable 

game environment. The Tiltfactor lab experimented the design strategy by mixing 0%, 

less than 50%, and 90% gender bias-related situation to other bias-related situations. To 

measure the success of this game, the players are asked to assign jobs (pilot, soldier, 

scientist, nursery, secretary, and teacher) to 3 males and 3 females. The players are also 

asked to react to 5 gender-biases scenarios. The results show that the group with less 

than 50% gender bias cards show the highest level of perspective taking and lowest level 

of prejudice towards women than the other two mixes. 21 The group with 90% gender 

bias-related situation shows lower motivation to take perspective because the situations 

are too overwhelming to the players. The study shows that the intermixing strategy is 

effective in using games to promote perspective changes.  

 

21 Kaufman, G., & Flanagan, M, 2015.  
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3.2 Games as Agents for Empathy Building 

Empathy is the ability to understand the emotion and the perspective of others. It 

is closely associated with the emotion of sympathy, compassion, caring, and allyship. It 

is also widely used to show the ability of a game to allow the players to take perspective 

of others.22 Empathy games are a genre of games that developed to understand other’s 

emotions. Players not only become more aware of other’s emotions, but they are 

emotionally involved even after the game ends. These games inspire the players to feel 

certain emotions and leaves them with a call to action. Empathy games often use 

different types of affordances to convey the emotions. Affordances are the usability of 

different tools or actions to reach a certain goal.23 For example, if the player’s goal is to 

win a game, they might not seek affordances in the game to develop empathy. Instead, 

they will seek affordances of the actions that can lead to victory. It is very important to 

embed empathy building elements in the affordance appropriately.  

One way to design affordance is to declare the player’s avatar in the game. The 

avatar is the player’s direct connection with the game world. The avatar either act as the 

surrogate body, an identity or a toolkit.24 A surrogate body gives the player certain 

abilities in the game. In Pandemic, the player takes on the roles as scientists and experts 

 

22 Ruberg, B. Empathy and Its Alternatives: Deconstructing the Rhetoric of “Empathy” in Video Games. 
Communication, Culture and Critique, 13(1), 54-71, 2020. 
23 Gee, J. P. Avatars and Affordances. In Unified discourse analysis: Language, reality, virtual worlds, and 
video games (pp. 15-39). London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2015. 
24 Gee, J. P, 2015. 
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to save the world. Each role has their special skills, such as build research stations, 

prevent the disease from spreading, etc. The player’s skills are set and not 

interchangeable. A surrogate body also give the player unique perspectives. In Keep 

Talking and Nobody Explode, one player sees the bomb that is about to explode using VR 

headset while the other players see an instruction on how to diffuse the bomb. The two 

parties see and feel differently, and yet they are developing empathy for each other. The 

players can also view their avatar as identities. The identity stays the same throughout 

the game and is evolving based on the player’s action. In the video game Journey, the 

player takes on the identity of a lost sojourner who is trying to find his/her past. As the 

players learn more about the avatar’s story, they behave in a way that fits the avatar’s 

character. A third type of avatar is a toolkit that has many skills. The player is using the 

avatar to solve puzzles and reach victory. In the game Gone Home, the player becomes 

Katie who just got home from oversees and discovers that her sister, Sam, is missing. 

The player uses Katie’s ability to move around the house, pick up objects, and open 

doors to solve this mystery.  

Another approach is to use Extended Reality (XR) in game design. The extended 

reality games include Virtual Reality (VR) games which put the player completely into a 

virtual game world and Augmented Reality (AR) games which enhance the interactivity 

of real world with virtual objects. VR is also called the ultimate “empathy machine” 
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because it can create an embodied experience in a real or imagined simulation.25 Many 

XR simulations hope to give users the opportunity to see through other people’s eye to 

feel other people’s emotions. The immersive game experience often makes the players 

feel as if they are part of the story. Instead of reading a 2-dimensional story, players can 

explore the scene in a 360-degree view. Players can also examine objects closely as if they 

were right in front of them. XR not just make players feel a certain way, but it also 

changes the player’s perspective in the game. Many XR games are in first person 

perspective and it helps the player to take on the identity of the avatar. In Enter the Room, 

the players view the changes of a child’s playroom in warzone through an AR device. 

They have to move around the physical space to see the decorations on the wall, the toys 

on the floor, and the child’s drawing. As the time goes by, the child’s room become less 

recognizable. The AR experience helps the viewer to better understand the outcome of 

war. Its ability to add imagined environment to the user’s real environment creates a 

powerful connection to the user’s emotions.  

 

25 Shin, D. Empathy and embodied experience in virtual environment: To what extent can virtual reality stimulate 
empathy and embodied experience? Computers in Human Behavior, 78, 64-73, 2018.  
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3.2.1 Sea of Solitude 

 

Figure 3: Sea of Solitude is a digital adventure game about the struggle with 
loneliness.26 

Sea of Solitude is a narrative adventure game designed by German Studio Jo-Mei 

Games to share the emotional journey of Kay. Kay, a young woman who is struggling 

with loneliness, broken relationships, anger and fear, becomes a monster. The goal of 

this game is to empathize with Kay and set her free from the painful past. The avatar’s 

outward appearance reflects her inner loneliness. Kay is covered with dark colored 

feather, has a tiny figure and bright red eyes. It is hard for the player to identify with 

Kay immediately because she looks very different. At first, the player might use Kay as a 

surrogate body. But Kay’s monologue helps the player understand her thoughts and 

doubts about the world. As the story goes on, Kay encounters other monsters in the 

game who are actually Kay’s friends and family members. The player learns from their 

 

26 Electronic Arts Inc. “Sea of Solitude”, 2019. https://www.ea.com/games/sea-of-solitude/about.  
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conversation that Kay’s relationship with them is broken. She tries to help her loved 

ones to overcome hardship by rewriting the past. Eventually, the player takes on Kay’s 

identity as they follow her emotional guidance.  

Kay’s struggle with loneliness comes from her broken relationship with family. 

The game uses monsters to represent different characters. Kay’s brother is represented 

by a scared bird monster because he avoids talking about being bullied in school. Kay’s 

father is represented by a chameleon monster because his personality sways between 

raging anger and apologetic. There is a scene of two monsters fighting against each other 

which shows Kay’s parent going through divorce. The design choice of using surreal 

elements avoids the blunt references to relational problems, but the emotional 

representation of the problem helps those who have never experienced such pain to 

empathize with the avatar. In addition to relationships, Kay also struggles with self-

worth. Her normal joyful personality is represented by another character, the girl who 

wears the yellow coat. She teaches Kay how to use her abilities and helps her to navigate 

the environment in the beginning of the game. But later she changes into a monster 

when Kay was stuck in an unhealthy relationship. She blames Kay for the breakup and 

stops Kay from working things out. Fighting the girl helps the player to learn about 

Kay’s emotional pain of self-doubt.  

Sea of Solitude uses many other symbols to embed a real problem in an imagined 

world. Kay is given human-like actions, such as walking, jumping, climbing and rowing 
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the boat to remind the player that she was a human. But her identity has changed into a 

monster with unique actions like absorbing corruptive energies, shooting out light 

beams and throwing flames. Kay’s unique actions are connected to her emotions. When 

Kay is trying to take care of others, she absorbs the corruptive energy into her orange 

backpack. The backpack symbolizes Kay’s independence and emotional burden. She 

always tries to take care of others first and forgets to heal her own pains. When Kay 

shoots out light beams, she fights the monster and return the scene back to normal. As 

the player performs this action, they experience Kay’s effort to set things right. 

Throwing flames helps Kay to open secret passage and connect with the Girl. Another 

example of using symbols is in the scenery design. The scenes in the game are based on 

Kay’s real-world experience such as her childhood, school, and subway station. Kay 

mentions in her monologue that she recognizes these places and they remind of her of 

the past. The color of the scene also changes based on Kay’s emotion. When Kay meets a 

mental block, like arguments, regrets, or lies, the color black takes over the scene. When 

Kay solves a problem or fights off a monster, the color returns to vibrant.  

3.3 Games as Agents for Bridging Barriers  

Games can bridge many barriers including age, gender, race, social status and 

culture difference. They create an imaginary world that is apart from the real world. 

They also gave the players a new goal and a new identity. The players enter the game by 

following the rules of the game. This boundary that separates the players and the others 
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is call the “magic circle”.27 The boundary is not always a set space. For example, in 

football games, the football field is a physical boundary that separates the players and 

the audiences. In a game of tag, the physical boundary changes from game to game. The 

player’s former identity is temporally forgotten. In “the magic circle”, new identity and 

new mission is given to each player. In some games, the players are given plastic figures, 

and other times, the players become the mastermind behind the strategies. The magic 

happens when the players interact with game object by performing game related 

actions. These behaviors might seem odd for those who are outside of the circle, but they 

have definitely meaningful in the game. In the game Speak Out, the players have to wear 

a mouthpiece that widens their mouth when they read game cards. It is an absurd thing 

to do in the real world, but in the game, it breaks down the barrier of discomfort 

between players. In Charades, players have to act out a certain word or phrase by using 

body movements. It breaks down the barriers of verbal communication and allows the 

players to share their understanding of the words.  

Games also connect players from different backgrounds. The in-person games 

allow face to face interaction, while the online games connect players from far away. The 

connectivity of games breaks down many barriers of social interaction. For example, 

online games allow players to play games at different time. A player can pick up a turn 

 

27 Salen, K., & Zimmerman, E. The Magic Circle. In Rules of play: Game design fundamentals (pp. 93-99). 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2010. 
 



 

38 

on Words with Friends anytime anywhere even when the opponent is not available at the 

moment. It also allows the players to connect with new people. Online games can 

introduce players to each other and match them with someone at similar skill level. They 

help bridging the barriers of time and space that many in-person games face. Games not 

only expand the player’s social circle but also create community for those who share the 

same interests. The players become a part of something together. Even when the game 

ends, the players are able to carry on the experience in their communities. 28 Cooperative 

gaming is another example of connectivity in games. Players are on the same mission to 

the win game. It levels the play field so that more experienced player can help those 

with less experience. Players are encouraged to use their individual talents in the game. 

This approach embraces diversity and accepts differences in backgrounds. It also fosters 

an environment of collaboration and team building.  

 

28 Huizinga, J, 2014.  
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3.3.1 Barnga 

 

Figure 4: Barnga is a tournament style card game about intercultural 
communication.29 

Barnga is a simulation card game created by Sivasailam “Thiagi” Thiagarajan to 

raise awareness of culture differences. Thiagi created this game based on his personal 

experience of playing Euchre with his Liberian colleagues. Because the players came 

from different cultural backgrounds, they each had a version of Euchre. In addition, the 

group had problem with language barriers and communication errors. After 3 hours of 

trial and error, the group finally settled on a new version of Euchre. Thiagi realized that 

the cultural differences made communication very difficult for the players. In non-game 

settings, people might misunderstand each other because of these differences. Barnga 

was created to simulate the difficulties in intercultural communication and the culture 

barriers. The game is suggested to be played as part of the first-year seminar in college. 

 

29 Thiagarajan, Sivasailam. Barnga. 1990. Book Cover.  
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When new students first arrive at the university, they might feel challenged by the new 

culture. By playing the game, students learn about different communication styles in the 

new college environment. They also form discussions about how to overcome this 

challenge with effective communications.   

Barnga is best played among 20 students who are divided into 5 tables. There are 

facilitators at the game to help reinforce the rules and give out instructions. At each 

table, players are given the rule sheets of the card game, Five Tricks, individually. The 

players are told to read the rules. Once the players understand the rules, the rules are 

taken away, and they play 1 round of Five Tricks. The winner of each round moves to a 

new table. The tournament goes on for a few rounds until the facilitators end the game. 

One challenge in the game is that the players cannot speak or write any words during 

the games. The only way to communicate is by hand gesture or drawings. The other 

challenge is that the rules at each table is slightly different, and the players are not aware 

of it. During the game, the players might show signs of silent arguments, confusion, and 

frustration.  

The second part of the game is a three-part guided debrief session. In part one, 

the facilitators guide the players to discuss about their feelings about the games. The 

players are encouraged to speak about their emotional changes throughout the game. In 

part two, the players are asked to discuss the major issues of this game: different rules, 

communication types, understandings of things. Players are also asked to relate the 
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game experience with real life situations. In part three, the players are asked to write 

down one major take away from this game on a card. The cards are collected and 

randomly distributed to the players to help player reflect on the game. Although the 

game encourages the players to win as many rounds of Five Tricks as possible, it is not 

fair to use it as the measure of success for breaking cultural barriers. Instead, the game 

surveys players’ ability to cope with culture difference, maintain a positive relationship 

and improve on the game skills.30 Research found that the players go through these 

stages in the game: experiencing, interpretating, reflecting and experimenting. The first 

experience of the game helps the player realize that not everyone is following the same 

rules. In this stage, the player might feel confused or frustrated. Players move to stage 

two to interpret the meaning of other players actions by communicating with drawing 

and body movements. In stage three, the player reflects on other player’s responses. 

Finally, the player forms a new understanding of the game and experiment with new 

strategies. The game Barnga successfully raise the player’s awareness of cultural barriers. 

It also be used to train players to develop effective communication.  

 

 

30 Hofhuis, J., Schilderman, M. F., & Verdooren, A. Multicultural personality and effectiveness in an intercultural 
training simulation: The role of stress and pro-active communication. International Journal of Psychology, 55(5), 
812-821, 2020. 
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4. Cultivated, a Digital Card Game 
Cultivated is a digital card game that invites the players to experience culture 

shock and intercultural barriers. It is inspired by the simulation game Barnga to create a 

turn-based card game. The major difference is that this game explicitly uses different 

types of communication to represent the struggles of culture shock. The game shares 

information about culture shock and encourages players to discuss about culture 

differences. Similar to Awkward Moment, this game uses Embedded Design to include 

implicit content about culture shock. The game does not explicitly mention the word 

“culture shock”, but it uses the communication rules to help the players take the 

perspective of international students. Another design strategy is adopted from Sea of 

Solitude. The drawings on the game cards give visual representations of the interaction 

between international students and local students. These drawings help the player build 

empathy with international students.  

Cultivated can be played by 4 college students who are attending a virtual 

diversity workshop. The digital game allows the players to participate remotely using 

video chat to communicate. If the player is able to meet in person, they can also play the 

paper version with slightly different rules. The game is designed to be played digitally 

so that it can include students remotely. In early 2020, a pandemic spread throughout 

the world which forces many higher educations to move to remote learning. To 

cooperate with the transition of online learning, Cultivated uses online resources to create 
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a fun, educational digital game for students who are unable to attend in person 

workshops. It aims to provide an aspiring experience for university students in 

intercultural learning regardless of their physical situations.  

4.1 Game Overview 

The setting of the game is a newly discovered island. The island has never had 

any civilization or cultural development. The 4 players are the first group to set foot on 

this island. Before the game starts, they meet cultural expert Dr. YoungBerry, the game 

coordinator, who is the played by a facilitator. Dr. YoungBerry’s role is to observes the 

gameplay, which should take about 50 minutes, and lead a 20-minute debrief session at 

the end of the game. Dr. YoungBerry explains to the players that it is their 

responsibilities to collect the 5 cultural elements and create a new culture for the island. 

The 5 cultural elements including: language, norm, value, symbol and ritual. There is a 

limited amount of resources in the game, so players must communicate with each other 

and share the resources. The challenge of this digital card game lies in the 

communication rules, which change throughout the game. For example, some rules only 

allow the players to communicate verbally and others requires the players to only use 

the “chat” function in video chat. The reason behind this design element is to simulate 

the difficulty of communication when experiencing culture shock and language barrier. 

Once a cultural element is collected, an element related question is prompted to all 

players. The players must take turns to answer this question in order to proceed the 
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game. For example, a language related question is “what is a slang term in your culture 

that is often misunderstood”? The goal of the questions is to help players relate to their 

daily life. It also allows the players to share their personal experience. It might even 

break any misunderstanding between the players about certain cultures. Once all 5 

cultural elements are collected and all the questions are answered, the game ends. Dr. 

YoungBerry guides the players through a debriefing period. The players are asked to 

share their experience with the game before and after the goal of the game is explained 

to them. The players are also asked to think of scenarios that can help them apply what 

they learned.  
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4.2 Game Design Process 

 

Figure 5: Paper prototype: the players build new cultures in an imaginary 
island.  

The game design process went through many iterations. The first version of the 

game was a paper prototype. In this version, different types of element related question 

were tested, such as “what languages do you speak”, “how does your culture celebrate 

birthdays”, and “how you ever traveled abroad”. The player test showed that these 

questions were insufficient in intercultural communication. Many test players had 

similar cultural background, so it wasn’t able to build empathy related to culture 

differences. Another interesting design was the physical representation of the island and 
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the communication rules. Every time a new communication rule is added, it becomes the 

mountain shaped cards that is added around the island. The play test showed that 

adding physical representation did not help with the game play. The communication 

rules were hard to read because they were folded in such way. But the overall idea of an 

island was helpful to separate the players from the real world. In this version, 

communication rules were also tested. One of the rules was “players must hold hands 

when communicating.” The rule was controversial because it introduces a high level of 

discomfort but also causes other barriers in gameplay. One test player said the rule was 

very different from the US social norm, and players may not follow this rule because it 

was uncomfortable. Therefore, this rule was taken out of the game.  

 

Figure 6: Digital card game in Unity.  

The second iteration improved from version one and transformed it into a digital 

card game in Unity. It was an offline game that is played on 1 player’s computer (Figure 

6). The upper half of the image showed the game progress: number of new cultures, 
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elements collected, and the card played. The lower half of the image showed the current 

player’s cards. The image showed that player “a” had “1 culture card, 2 language cards, 

5 norm cards and 3 symbol cards”. Player “a” just performed action to collect the 

element “value”, and an element related question was prompted to ask the players to 

“rank the following terms based on your family value and your own value: family, 

friends, work, religion”. When player “a” finished a turn, the next player performed 

actions. This version was test played with video chat where 1 player controlled the 

application and shared screen with others. The other players told that player verbally 

what to do on their turn. Version one was designed to play closed handed where players 

do not share their cards with others. In this version, all players could see each other’s 

cards. The technical constraint changed the game play and player’s interaction. The 

other challenge was that the island could have multiple communication rules. The 

players must be able to follow all the communication rules regardless what type they 

are. The idea was to create an overwhelming feeling of learning cultures. Figure 6 shows 

the multiple communication rules on the upper left of the screen. What I learned from 

this version is that the chaos of multiple communication rules distracted player from 

understanding culture shock as the main point of the experience. There was also 

inconsistency in understanding rules amongst the players. 

 The third iteration of the game focused on A/B testing to improve 

communication rules. This version only had 1 communication rule on the island at a 
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time. It also went through a rigorous game testing to find the length of the gameplay. 

The participants were divided into test A and test B. In test A, players drew a new 

communication rule in the beginning of every round (a round is when everyone at the 

table takes 1 turn). In test B, the communication rules were mixed with the drawing 

cards. When a player drew a communication rule, it replaced the old rule and became 

the new rule. The result showed that test A’s method to have 1 communication rule per 

round is preferred because it avoided drawing too many communication rules in a row. 

See Appendix for more detail.   

 The final version of the digital game has only 1 communication rule per round. 

At the beginning of the round, a new communication rule is shown to the players. The 

players must follow this rule when communicating. Each player has 1 action per turn to 

draw an element card, give an element card to another player or collect an element. 

Once all the players have taken their turn, the round ends and a new communication 

rule is shown. The user interface is very similar to version two with the upper screen 

showing game progress and the lower screen showing player’s cards. In the following 

sections, I will explain the design for communication rules, element cards and player 

actions.  
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4.3 Communication Rules 

 

Figure 7: The communication rules are divided into verbal and typing 
communication.  

The communication rules are designed to replicate some of the culture shock 

challenges international students face. They are by no means mocking or devaluing 

culture shock but helping the players to experience it in a game form. At the beginning 

of every round, a new communication rule is displayed on all the players’ screens. It will 

show the type of communication: speaking or typing. Because the players are using 

video chat, it will be technically challenging to include body language or written 

language, which is why these two options were chosen. The rule also includes a 

limitation such as “people keep the camera off for this round”. Players can only use the 

type of communication that is given during the round. The following paragraphs will 

explain the design thinking behind each card.  

In Chapter 2, we looked at different aspects of culture shock, language barriers 

and identity crises. The game uses communication rules to show the difficulty in culture 
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shock through communication. The rule “people speak with 3 words per sentence” is a 

representation of barriers of vocabulary limitation. International students who usually 

do not speak the same native language or understand the same slang as the local 

students. The limitation of vocabulary is a big factor of miscommunication. International 

students might use very simple sentence structures and common words in conversation. 

This is easily associated with devaluation of the student’s intelligent level. Many 

international students appear to be more reserved in group discussions. Part of the 

reason could be their culture background prefers poised over expressive behavior, but 

the other reason could be they are struggling with language barriers. As indicated in the 

earlier chapter, research shows that language barriers do not necessarily mean low 

English proficiency. However, the international students often lack confidence in their 

English level and are hesitant to speak.  The game is designed to help them break 

through this limitation in a fun and structured setting. 

Similarly, “people cannot use the word ‘language, value, norm, symbol or ritual’ 

in speaking” is forcing the players to describe the word. Many international students 

understand the meaning of a word but have a hard time finding the right word to 

describe in English. The translation between English and another language are not 

always accurate. For example in Chinese, the word “鲜美”(xian mei) is often used to 

describe a dish that has lots of flavor,  full of aroma and very pleasant. It is often used on 

well-cooked seafood or bamboo shoot. Unfortunately, English does not contain a word 
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that has the same meaning. Therefore, students have to describe the word for others to 

understand. Following the rule, players have to describe or replace the words for 

successful card exchange.  

The rule “people talk in sentence structure ‘Object-Subject-Verb’ (e.g. Card, I 

want.)” is also designed to simulate language barrier. This sentence structure is inspired 

by Yoda, a character from the movie Star Wars series which is a huge hit in the US. He is 

famous for his Jedi arts and his way of speaking. Unlike English which has the sentence 

structure “subject-verb-object”, Yoda speaks with “object-subject-verb”. This is designed 

to make him more alien-like, but this design could also be applied in the game. There are 

some real languages like Japanese that follows different sentence structure than English. 

Players will have to form a sentence in their mind and change the sentence structure to 

fit the rule. For international students who are less familiar with English, they might 

have to go through the struggle with grammar and syntax; this game creates that 

experience for everyone together.  

Another rule “people type with pig Latin (e.g. language -> anguagelay)” is 

designed for the same reason. Pig Latin is a kid’s game that moves the first letter in the 

word that is not a vowel to the end and add “ay” after it. This rule highlights the 

challenge of spelling and English language. It also shows the barriers of slangs and 

idioms. Pig Latin is unique to the US English, and international students who are 

unfamiliar with US culture probably will not understand this reference.  
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Culture shock also relates to the difference in norms and values, and there are 

some communication rules in the game that reflects this challenge. The rule “people say 

yes/no, ma’am/sir instead of yes/no” is adopted from the southern culture in the US. 

Some international students have similar cultural background that they speaking to the 

elderly or authority in a certain way. Others who have not experienced such culture 

might find it uncomfortable. This rule is not to cast a judgement on either culture but to 

show the influence of culture on communication.  

Another rule to show culture shock in norms is “people keep their camera off”. It 

is designed to create barriers in face to face communication. International students are 

likely to have different norms in conversation than the local students. Some are more 

reserved and indirect while others are more assertive and informative. Their comfort 

level and language barrier can also influence their interaction with local students. When 

the players turn off their camera, a lot of the facial expressions and social cues are 

missing. This simulates absence of effective body language and the players must rely on 

words and tones to communication.  

The rule “people say ‘how are you’ every time they speak” is design for similar 

reason. In the US, people usually greet with “how are you” and this might be 

misunderstood by international students. The meaning of the phrase changes based on 

the conversation. With strangers, it is likely used as a greeting, but with close friends, it 

probably means the “how are you actually doing”.  
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On the other hand, the rule “people only type with emojis” is an exaggeration of 

slang. Both emojis and slang are closely related to the symbols of a culture, and they can 

be misinterpreted easily. They are also strongly affected by the internet culture. 

International students might use different emojis to express the same feeling from the 

local students. For example, the smiley face emoji could simply mean happiness in one 

culture but sarcasm in another culture. Depending on the context, the emojis and slang 

could have different meanings. It is important for the students to keep an open mind 

that the others might have misunderstood them. 

The rule “people applaud when someone finishes speaking” is a reflection of 

how social norms could affect communication. In the US culture, people are expressive 

about feeling and emotions. It is common to applaud after a speech or presentation. But 

in some cultures, being in the spotlight could be very discomforting or even humiliating. 

The goal of this rule is recreating the experience. For some players, it might feel funny to 

clap, but for others, it could be very discomforting. It becomes a challenge for the 

players who want to speak but are uncomfortable with the rule. It even raises the 

question of whether to conform to a culture even when you dislike it, which could 

become a topic of discussion amongst the players later.  

Lastly, the rule “people only send direct messages to one player” represents the 

lack of conational friendship in college students. It is up to the players who to send the 

message to. Once they selected a player, they can only communicate which that player 
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for the rest of the round. This rule also symbolizes the issue with culture barrier that 

people are less motivated to socialize with the out-group. Even if the players are from 

the same culture and ethnicity background, biases can still exist based on age, gender, 

social status, geographic location, etc. The players who were not contacted might feel 

neglected or excluded from others. It could create assumptions and misunderstandings 

within the group.  

4.3 Element Cards 

 

Figure 8: Element Card including the definition of an element.  

The element cards represent the 5 nonmaterial cultural elements that make up a 

culture: language, norm, symbol, value, ritual. In Chapter 2, we have discussed what 

each element means. In this section, we will dive into the functions of these cards. The 

element cards are also called the drawing cards. They are the keys to use communication 

rules and to collect cultural elements. Players collect and share element cards because 
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there are limited number of cards. This forces the players to apply communication rules. 

The element cards also allow the players to collect correlated cultural elements. For 

example, use “language element cards” to collect the “language element”.  

The idea of a cultural element is very abstract for the players to understand in a 

short game, so the cards all include element related drawings.  

 

Figure 9: Language Card drawing shows two students having a conversation.  

On the language cards, a drawing of two students having a conversation. One 

student uses a slang and the other student is confused of what it means. This drawing is 

to help the players understand that language barrier is a big part of miscommunication. 

It also gives a definition of the element “language” to help them answer element related 

question later in the game. The language related question is “what is a slang from your 

culture that is often misunderstood?” The goal of this question is to help students realize 

that even words or phrases that sounds common in their culture could cause 

misinterpretation for someone from another culture.  
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Figure 10: Norm Card drawing shows two students at a formal event.  

On a norm card, a student wears a traditional Chinese dress to a formal event. 

The other student a western style evening gown. This card is to show that different 

culture has different social norm. For one student, the Chinese dress is a formal attire in 

her culture and the other student is following her own culture norm. We should respect 

different social norms from different cultures even if they behave or dress differently. It 

is appropriate to wear something that fits the occasion and represents the cultural 

background. The norm related question is “what is a norm that is unique to your 

culture?” This question helps the students to see that some norms are unique to specific 

cultures. Students may discover that a behave that is normal in one culture is less 

popular in another culture.  
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Figure 11: Value Card drawing shows different value in lifestyle.  

The value element in this game refers to the culture value of what is more 

desirable, like family or personal interest. The value card shows a drawing of a student 

who is studying at the library past midnight and two students who are hanging out. 

This scenario shows the value difference of prioritizing studying or socializing. Both 

values are important to live a healthy lifestyle. The goal of this card is to show different 

culture have different value on work-life balance. The value related question is “Rank 

the following terms based on your own value and your culture value: Social, Work, 

Religion, Family.” Students may discover their own value is different from their culture 

background. They may also learn to take the perspectives of other students. 
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Figure 12: Symbol Card drawing shows two students holding different flags. 

The symbol card shows two students holding two different flags. Symbols can 

have physical or abstract representations. In this scenario, the flags show different 

symbols. Sometimes different culture uses the same symbol for different meanings and 

that can cause miscommunication. Symbols can also be used in specific culture 

environments that are hard to understand unless you are raised in the culture. The 

symbol related question is “What is a symbol that others use to represent your culture? 

What symbol would you use to represent your culture?” This question helps the student 

to compare their own understanding and other people’s understanding of their culture. 

Symbols can also be hurtful to people from certain cultures. For example, association of 

culture with stereotypes is disrespectful to people from that culture. 
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Figure 13: Ritual Card drawing shows two kinds of celebration.  

Rituals are often related to holiday celebration and religion. Rituals are the ways 

people from a culture celebrate important events. The ritual card shows an image of two 

holidays: one is celebrating Christmas and the other is celebrating lunar new year. These 

scenarios are to help the students understand what the word “ritual” mean in the 

culture setting. The ritual related question is “What is your culture tradition to celebrate 

coming of age?” Different cultures have different age range for adulthood. It helps 

students to learn about other culture celebrations.  
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4.4 Players Interactions 

 

Figure 14: Action Reminder shows the 3 actions a player can take.  

Cultivated is not a competitive game but rather the goal of the game is to form 

collaborations. Players are called to work together as a team to share resources. The 

element cards have limited numbers. At some point of the game, the players must 

realize that the only way to win is to work as a team. It is a good strategy to give cards to 

the players who are closer to collecting elements. For example, if player A has 3 

language element card, and player B has 1 language element card, player A and B may 

both want to share this information with the team. If player A decide not to share, none 

of the other players will be able to collect “language”. It is also important to remind the 

players that each element can only be collected once. This rule helps the team to know 

their process and the limits to their resources. 
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On each turn, players can choose from three actions: draw a card, give a card or 

collect an element. Draw a card allows the player to gain new element card. This action 

symbolizes the dynamic nature of culture that it can be accumulated. US Culture in the 

21st century is drastically different from the culture in the 20th century. War, location, 

technology, globalization and the internet all played a big part in crossing culture. 

International students who are from another country might speak a different language 

or celebrate different holidays, but they can still find lots of commonalities with the local 

students. For example, sports are a popular topic globally and this interest can be shared 

regardless of where you are from.  

The action to give a card allows the player to give an element card to another 

player. This is a crucial part of the game because the players have to communicate with 

each other following the rules. One player has to express the need of a card and the 

others have to decide to offer help. It is a practice of teamwork and sharing of 

knowledge. When international students are struggling with culture shock, they might 

ask for help from local students. A lot of times, international students do not share this 

struggle with locals because they do not think it would be understood. The more they 

keep to themselves, the less likely will either group build empathy for one another. In 

the game, players are reacting the scenario of an international student asking for help 

with the culture and another student shares the culture.  
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The last action a player can take is to collect an element. In order to collect, one of 

players must play 4 of a kind of an element card. For example, to collect the “language” 

element, the player must play 4 language element cards. The team will then answer an 

element related question, such as “what is a popular slang in your culture that can be 

misunderstood”. The goal of this exercise is to allow players to share their culture 

background. It is likely that most of the players in the diversity workshop are US 

students with similar culture background, so the questions are designed to have deeper 

conversations with their own culture. The questions are also relevant to the culture 

element. For the element symbol, the question is “what is a symbol that represent your 

culture.” This question helps the player to think of their hometown, their identity, and 

their interests. Even if the students are all local, they might have very different 

backgrounds. The point is to give students a chance to talk about themselves and raise 

culture awareness. It might also help them to break any stereotypes they have on each 

other. Once the players all share their answer, the cultural element is collected.  
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4.5 Programming Process 

 

Figure 15: The User Interface of the game, Cultivated.  

The project is created using Unity and C# scripts. The main components in the 

programming process include the data structure, multiplayer networking and user 

interface. Cultivated started off as a local card game that stores all the player information 

in one local machine. Each player’s information including player name, cards, and active 

status are all stored in a “ScriptableObject” called “Player”. The “ScriptableObject” is a 

Unity object that stores data. When players join the game, they are asked to type their 

names, and a “ScriptableObject” is created automatically for each player and saved into  
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Figure 16: Framework of the data structure: NetworkManager and 
PlayerManager.  

the local game. When the player draws or plays a new card, this information is updated 

in the player’s “Player” object. To keep track of all the “Player” objects in a game, a 

“GameManager” object is created. It is also used to track the player’s turn, drawing 

cards data, elements data, game progress and feedbacks. When a player performs an 

action, like collect an element, the “GameManager” checks whether the players has 

enough cards. If so, the “GameManager” checks if the elements have not been collected. 

If so, it will prompt all the players to answer element related questions. If the player 

breaks the rule, the “GameManager” will use feedback to help the players. All the data 
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in this game, such as Player, Card, Element, is created with “ScriptableObject” and then 

stored in a “List” Object.  

The online version of the game Cultivated uses Mirror package to enable 

multiplayer networking. The Mirror package allows the project to create a game shared 

among players. They do not have to use the same network. A “NetworkManager” 

function is created to control the connection between the player and the server. 

Everything that is a part of the game, like user interface, data, and feedback, are sent 

from the server, so it is synchronized between players. For example, if an element is 

collected by player A, this information is shared with all the other players. The player 

(the client) can use actions, like draw a card or give a card, to communicate with the 

server. The server will judge the player’s action with help from “GameManager” and 

give appropriate feedback to the player. If the player’s action is valid, it will update the 

data in the server.  

The user interface component is achieved with the help from UI package and 

TMPro package in Unity. The game board uses UI components like Canvas, Button, 

Input field, and Image to create a user-friendly interface. The TMPro package also helps 

to create unique font type for the game. To connect data structure and multiplayer 

networking, a “HUDManager” is implemented in the game as the bridge connects front 

end and back end development. For each data structure, a UI game object is created to 

represent it. For example, a game card is represented by a rectangular game object with 
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a card image. Each UI object is connected to the data by object ID. In the game, the upper 

part of the user interface includes the progress of the game: the current communication 

rule, the collected elements and the active player. The lower part of the user interface 

includes the player’s cards. During the game, only the active player’s lower UI is 

interactable. The active player can use button to draw a card or give a card by dragging 

it to the upper UI. The other players cannot see what the active player is doing unless 

they follow the rule to communicate. For example, is player A gives player B a card, the 

UI object for the card is destroyed on player A’s screen and the data is removed from 

player A. Player B will see a UI object for the card on the screen and the data is added to 

the player B. When the game is won, the “GameManager” will notify the 

“HUDManager” to show the scene for victory. It will block all the other player input and 

show a line of words congratulating the player.  

4.6 UX and Graphic Design 

The user experience design of the game includes game logic testing and digital 

wireframing. Paper prototypes are first used in this project to test the game logic. The 

game components are printed along with game instruction. The players test played the 

game with printed cards. Usability tests were conducted both in person and online to 

test the playability and meaning of the game. This process helped in correcting the form 

of communication rules. It also helped study the player’s engagement in the game. The 

digital wireframing process is created using Figma, a digital tool that helps with UI 
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design, prototyping and information architecture. This process uses simple shapes and 

color to represent the overall structure of the game. The main color scheme is black, 

white and grey. Button and images are represented with rectangles and circles. Both low 

and high-fidelity prototypes are created in wireframing. The low fidelity version tests 

the major functionalities of the game: enter the game, draw/give/collect actions, game 

progress and winning. The high-fidelity prototype includes detailed for each 

functionality and the transition between them. These designs form the basic design 

 

Figure 17: Mockup created in Figma. This figure shows the view of a player.  

foundation for the digital component. They are low cost and modifiable. The 

information architecture is created with Google Sheets. All the data of cards and 

elements are stored and organized in the csv files. They are loaded into the Unity Engine 

and given to each data structure. The multiplayer networking also helps separating the 

data for the server and the player (the client).  
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Another piece of UX design is the debriefing period of the game. At the end of 

the game, the players are invited to have a 20 minutes guided conversation about their 

experience. The facilitator of the game will give guiding questions like “How did you 

feel about communication rules?”, “What did you learn about other people’s culture?”, 

and “How can you apply what you learned in your everyday life?” These questions are 

designed to help players to reflect on their game play. It also helps the players to realize 

that culture shock is impactful and sometimes difficult for some students. The hopeful 

outcome is that the students will be more mindful when they see other cultures. They 

will choose to respect and learn about other cultures. This process also helps the 

facilitators to take notes on the game progress. In a way, the debriefing period helps to 

test the playability and meaningfulness of the game.  

The graphic design contains two parts: mockup and artistical design. The 

mockup is created by the author to determine the information on each card. On the 

communication card, it shows the communication rule in the format of “People only 

speak in the culture and they say 3 words at a time”. All the cards specify the type of 

communication (speaking, writing, typing, drawing or body language) and the rule 
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Figure 18: The design of the information on communication rule cards.  

(limitation of the communication). To distinguish the different types of 

communication, each type has a logo and distinct color. It saves the player’s mental 

capacity and helps the players to follow the rules. The element cards have a drawing of 

element, the name of the element, and a hint that reminds the player to collect 4 of a 

kind for an element. The drawings on the cards are designed specifically to represent the 

elements. For “language”, the drawing shows a dialogue between two students. One 

says, “what’s up”, and the other student acts confused. This design shows that language 

barrier is not only English proficiency level but also related to culture. On the “norm” 

card, a drawing shows that at a formal event, one student wears suits and one student 

wears a traditional Chinese dress. It shows diversity and inclusion in norm. The “value” 

card shows one student studying late at night and one student hanging out with friends. 

The goal is to show differences in value. Some students value studying over social life, 

vice versa. The “ritual” card shows at graduation, one student celebrates Christmas and 
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one student celebrates lunar new year. Ritual represents the differences in holidays and 

celebration for events. The “Symbol” card shows a drawing of 2 students holding flags 

that represent different symbols. The point of the drawings is to help students 

understand the meaning of each cultural element. It also helps them to find daily 

activities during college that is influenced by culture differences. All the students un the 

drawings have different background, hair color, culture, and race. It is designed to 

represent the diversity of students in college. 

The artistical design is created with the help of Robin Yeh, and her role is to 

create the color theme, drawings, typography, icons and art style for the game. Robin  

 

Figure 19: The artistic design of the cards.  

used her artistic skills to turn the ideas of mockup into colorful graphics. She created the 

color theme of the game to be vibrant: green, orange and brown. Her drawing style is 

also casual, simple and authentic. More details can be found in Appendix.   
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5. Conclusion 
Cultivated, the digital card game, address the challenges international students 

experience with culture shock. It is a game about discovery, collaboration and empathy 

building. It allows those who are not familiar with culture shock to learn about it in a 

casual setting. It also helps those who are impacted by culture shock to share their 

experience. Although the game is light-hearted, the negative impact of culture shock 

should be taken seriously. The game uses Embedded Design to address language 

barriers as well as identity crises. In the game, the players follow the communication 

rules and face the discomfort of miscommunication. They also learn about the five 

cultural elements: language, norm, value, symbol and ritual. The drawings on the cards 

are designed to clarify the meaning of each elements. It helps the player to understand 

culture shock is relevance to their daily life. During discussion, the players share their 

personal experience related to the five cultural elements. Players might discover new 

perspectives on culture and form an understand of diversity.  

The digital game also breaks the barriers of time and space. Players from 

different location can join remotely. In addition, it allows more players to play the game 

at the same time. The game can be distributed through online resources. It increases 

accessibility that the players with visual or audio impairment can join this game with 

appropriate modification to communication rules. For example, instead of having a 

visual user interface, it could be modified to audio user interface or even touch user 
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interface. The game is very flexible in its form. In a future step of development, the game 

could use Extended Reality (XR) to enhance the design on the game cards. The drawing 

of each cultural elements could be represented in 3D models and animation. The players 

could interact with the avatars in the game to learn about each element. XR could also 

help the players to represent their own culture with images and avatars. The players 

would not be limited to their verbal description but have the ability to show the culture.  

Another challenge is finding the balance of discomfort and fun. The current 

version of the game has a low discomfort level because it is designed for diversity 

workshops at college. It is a delightful learning experience, but it lacks in exposure of the 

negative effects of culture shock. There are a lot of dangerous consequences to culture 

shock, as chapter 2 explained, such as depression and anxiety. The game is designed to 

fit into a 50 mins long workshop that also relies on additional communication about 

these issues, so it eliminated many potential discomforts in favor of a more lighthearted 

tone. In a future version, the project could also focus on including game elements that 

have stronger impact on the player in a limited time frame.  

Future development for the project might also focus on play testing the game 

with a guided debriefing session. The testers would focus on the communication rules 

specifically designed for video chats. The tester would observe the player’s interaction 

with each other, the accuracy of using the rules and the usability of the user interface. 

The tester would also follow the debrief guideline and take notes on how well the 
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players responded to learning about culture shock, what were the takeaways and how 

the guidelines could be improved.  

Another area to explore could be using different game mechanic to address these 

issues. This project experimented with a collaborative digital card game, but it could 

include other types of game mechanics, like competition and randomness. Including 

other mechanics would require additional usability testing and prototyping. The project 

has had limited time and resources for the current version. The current version is 

designed to be understood and played only once, so it was necessary to create a simple 

game. But in the future, the game could add expansion packs to increase the playability 

and complexity for those who want to explore more experiences of culture shock and its 

effects.  

This project aims to raise culture awareness among local students and local 

communities. Whether the educational process is taking place online or in person, the 

race to increase intercultural communication and bridging barriers between local 

students and international students must keep going. I hope that this project will help 

build global community even as we struggle through a worldwide pandemic.   
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Appendix 

Cultivated Game Rules 

 
Dear future residents of the new island, 

 

Welcome to the game Cultivated! First, let me congratulate you on joining this 

adventure to restore the culture of the lost island. As top researchers and explorers of 

the world, you will work together as a TEAM to collect all five culture elements: 

language, norm, symbol, ritual, and value. Remember, the key to your success is 

COMMUNICATION. Now, follow closely to the instructions below. Good Luck! 

Dr. A.K. YoungBerry 

 
 

Cards:  

Communication cards: have symbols like , ,  for verbal, body 

and written communication. Players must only use the type of communication that is on 

the card (e.g. “People only say 3 words per sentence” and only verbal communication is 

used).  

The drawing cards are labelled with elements: language, norm, value, symbol 

and ritual and should remain closed handed to each player. 
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Instruction: 

Use the Game Sheet to keep track of game progress. Fill in the “Island Data”.  

1. Each player has 1 action per turn: draw, give, or collect. 

2. A player can only give 1 card to another player per action.  

3. To collect a culture element, a player must display 4 cards of an element, and all 

players must take turns to answer element related questions on the Game Sheet, 

and then the element is collected.  

4. The game ends when the team collects all 5 culture elements, and each element 

can only be collected once. 

5. In the beginning of every round, player 1 discards the old communication card 

and draws a new one. This is visible to all players and becomes the new 

communication rule for the table. Then player 1 takes a turn followed by the 

player to the left. 

6. Finger pointing is absolutely forbidden at all times! 

7. Make sure everyone has an action reminder, a pen and paper 

8. Each player can only see their own drawing cards. 

9. Remember, you are a team! Good luck! 
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Visual Table Set Up 

 

*The gray colored cards should be shuffled and face down 

Game Sheet 

Island Data: 

Name the island: ＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

Player 1: ＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

Player 2: ＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

Player 3: ＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

Player 4: ＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿＿ 

 
Cultural Elements (communication rules do not apply here): 

Language: What is a slang in your language that is often misunderstood? 
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Norm: What is a norm that is unique to your culture? 

Symbol: What is a symbol that represents your culture? 

Ritual: What is your culture to celebrate new year? 

Value: Rank the following terms based on your family value and your own value: 

family, friends, work/school, religion 

 

Game is won when all five elements are collected! 

Game Playthrough 

Below is an example of the digital card game played by four players: Anni, Sarah, Alex 

and Yuki. The players will open Zoom or any video chat program of their choice. The 

current version is a local game meaning one of the players is the host who will open the 

game and share the screen with the rest of the players.  
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Once the players all enter their name, the game starts. At the beginning of the round, a 

new communication rule is displayed which says, “people cannot use the word 

‘language, norm, value, symbol or ritual’”.   

 

All the players must follow this rule when they communicate in the game.  
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It is Anni’s turn, so she decides to draw a card and it is language. Sarah, Alex 

and Yuki all took turns to draw cards. A few rounds of drawing cards, Anni found that 

she has a norm card that Sarah needs to collect 4 elements. So Anni decided to give her 

card to Sarah on her turn. 

 

She gives the card to Sarah by dragging it over Sarah’s name and the turn ends.  
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A few more rounds later, Yuki found that she now has 4 of a kind for the 

language element, so she decides to collect it by dragging it over the “CULTIVATED” 

area.  
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A prompt shows up with the language related question: what is a slang in your 

language that is often misunderstood? All the players take turns to answer the question. 

Once all the players have finished answering, the host player clicks “All Answered”.  

 

The game continues as a new communication rule is draw which says, “people 

type in pig Latin (e.g., language -> anguagelay)”. All players must only use the type 

function to communicate in this round.  

The game ends when all five culture elements are collected.  
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