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ABSTRACT 

Serious Games are digital games with an educational, informative, or persuasive goal 

beyond mere entertainment (Abt, 2002).  They are promising because they often contain features 

that appear to be useful for learning (Squire, 2004), eliciting behavioral or attitudinal change 

(Yee, 2007) or encouraging new perspective taking, empathy, and new ways of thinking 

(Thomson, 2006; Gee, 2005).  As of yet, not much research yet exists on how to effectively use 

this form of technology to support identity development, raise awareness about social issues, or 

foster positive social or personal change (Thomson, 2006). 

In this Design-Based Research (DBR) dissertation study, I propose and test a specific 

Serious Game design that I call Identity Supportive Games (ISGs).  Specifically, I design and test 

two game prototypes that allow players to explore Asian-American identities and issues in 

relation to ethnic stereotypes.  Many misconceptions and myths persist regarding Asian-American 

issues (e.g., the effects of seemingly positive stereotypes such as the ñModel Minorityò image 

that depicts Asian-Americans as intelligent overachievers who rarely fail).  In reality, these 

stereotypes and self-beliefs can lead to problems including identity crisis (Erikson, 1968), mental 

illnesses and depression (Cohen, 2007), poor self-esteem and self-image (Mok, 1998; Sue & Sue, 

2004), decreased academic performance (Steele, 1997), decreased opportunities (Cheng & 

Thatchenkery, 1997), and pigeonholing (Sue & Sue, 2006).  With this in mind, this study sought 

to investigate how Serious Games can help people support, understand, and define their self-

identities and to explore the influence of ethnic minority stereotypes.   

The results indicate that the games (1) were effective in educating players about the 

reality of Asian American issues; (2) changed perceptions of Asian culture; and (3) changed 

perceptions of self-identity.  Qualitative data also provided evidence of how the games allowed 

for identity reflection, definition, and support; promoted more sophisticated understandings (e.g. 
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the subtle implications of seemingly positive stereotypes); and promoted the learning of facts and 

new perspectives on Asian culture.  This work also informed design principles for social issue 

Serious Games, especially in terms of strategies to promote attitudinal and learning outcomes in 

this genre of digital games. 

The issues explored run parallel to those of similar groups in other contexts, such as other 

ethnic minorities in schools and the workplace, as well as women in science, technology, 

engineering, and math (STEM) fields.  This mixed-methods dissertation study, largely drawing 

upon the theoretical frames of Erik Eriksonôs model of identity development, Marciaôs Identity 

Status paradigm and Markus and Nuriusô notion of possible selves, leverages recent work on 

identity play in digital games (e.g. Turkle, 1995; Yee, 2007) and provides timely work on identity 

and learning within digital games for social impact. 

 

 
. 
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Chapter 1 

 

What is the need and why is it important to address and study? 

Introduction and Overview of the Dissertation 

Despite being labeled a ñmodel minorityò and viewed as regular achievers of academic 

success, Asian-American youth often face serious issues and challenges in society that largely go 

unnoticed and unaddressed.  These include: (1) the effects of widespread stereotypes, some of 

which are overtly negative (e.g. ñAsian men are emasculated, passive wimps unfit for leadership 

positionsò) and other stereotypes that seem positive initially, but are in fact damaging or limiting 

(e.g. ñAsians are smart nerds, great at math and scienceò); (2) a ñshame cultureò that masks real 

problems that need to be addressed, including a large number of Asian groups who tend to 

struggle at the bottom of the academic curve (CARE, 2008); (3) parental, cultural, and societal 

pressures to succeed and meet sometimes unrealistically high expectations of the ñModel 

Minorityò image (Wang & Lin, 2005); and (4) the ñcaught between two worldsò cultural clash 

between Asian and Western values that leads to identity crisis (Erikson, 1968), role confusion, 

and in some cases depression, mental illnesses, or even suicide (Cohen, 2007).  There is a need 

for a broader awareness of issues and problems facing Asian-Americans today, as well as novel 

strategies for Asian-American identity development and self-empowerment. Simultaneously, 

there is a need to understand how technology can play a role in shaping self-concept and possible 

selves (Markus and Nurius, 1986). 

The following roadmap provides a preview of the contents of this dissertation.  In this 

first chapter, I will describe the background of the problem facing the Asian-American ethnic 

minority group, its significance and why it is important to study.  I will then provide a 
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representative literature review in Chapter Two, including a discussion of the existing theoretical 

lenses for understanding identity and self-concept and existing approaches to identity 

development.  Upon highlighting the gaps within this literature, I will then move onto a 

discussion of design-based interventions and identity play within technologies such as Serious 

Games, and the need for more research in this space.  Based on the needs described in the first 

two chapters, Chapter Three will present a promising approach that proposes and tests a specific 

kind of Serious Game that I call Identity Supportive Games (ISGs).  This game design seeks to 

address these challenges while advancing theory on learning within digital games for social 

impact.  The chapter will provide methodological details including design propositions tested, an 

initial design of two Identity Supportive Game prototypes, and a description of the participants 

sampled.  Chapter Four will provide the results of the study: a thorough discussion of the design 

process (e.g., how the two game prototypes were designed), quantitative results, and the themes 

that emerged from the qualitative data.  Chapter Five will revisit the research questions and 

discuss the significance of the findings.  Finally, Chapter Six will provide some concluding 

thoughts for this work, including remarks on contributions to the field and limitations to the 

study. 

 To begin my discussion of the needs facing Asian-Americans, I will first make some 

distinctions that are important to discuss in order to better grasp the complex problems at hand.  

This includes some basic facts about the fastest growing segment of the U.S. population, as well 

as the origin and effects of various stereotypes that continue to be perpetuated today. 

A paucity of research on a diverse, extremely fast growing segment of the population 

Asian-Americans, defined by the U.S. Bureau of the Census as people ñhaving origins in 

any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent 
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includingéCambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, 

Thailand, and Vietnam,ò comprise 4.2% (or 11.9 million) of the overall U.S. population, as of the 

most recent U.S. Census (U.S. Census, 2000).  While media often discusses Asian-Americans as 

though they were one homogeneous group with shared values, traditions, and experiences, a 

closer examination reveals an amazing range of diversity.  Asian-Americans represent over 28 

ethnic groups, the largest of which are Chinese (2.7M), Filipinos (2.4 million), Asian Indians 

(1.9M), Vietnamese (1.5M), Koreans (1.2M), and Japanese (1.1M). Other groups of significant 

size are Cambodians (206,000), Pakistanis (204,000), Laotians (198,000), Hmong (186,000), and 

Thais (150,000) (U.S. Census, 2000).   

It is critical to recognize that Asian-Americans represent a ñfull range of socioeconomic 

spectra, from the poor and underprivileged to the affluent and highly educatedò (CARE, 2008, p. 

15).  Asian-Americans also vary in culture as much as the French differ from Italians or the 

English from the Norwegians and Germans, though all are Europeans.  Diversity in terms of 

generational and acculturation status is evident, as Asian-Americans such as the Hmong are much 

more recent immigrants, while many Japanese are now fifth and sixth generation Americans 

(Nguyen & Huang, 2007).  Furthermore, the historical backgrounds and motivations for entering 

the United States are diverse: some, like the Vietnamese, entered as political refugees, while 

others came as immigrants and still others as ñsojournersò who intend to return to their countries 

of origin (Nguyen & Huang, 2007).  These factors, as well as various other cultural differences, 

are a major reason why Asian-Americans have a broad variety of beliefs, values, and practices.  

Importantly, Asian-American youth have rapidly become the fastest growing segment of 

the population in the United States; they will increase by 74% by 2015 (compared to 19% for 

African American and a decrease of 3% for White non-Hispanic), and will increase to 20 million 

by 2020 (Nguyen & Huang, 2007).  Asians account for one-third of all new arrivals since the 

1970s (Lee and Zhou, 2004).   Despite the groupôs increasing presence, however, there is a lack 
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of understanding of the needs of this diverse group and a general paucity of research available 

(Nguyen & Huang, 2007).  

In addition to a lack of understanding of Asian-American issues, in many cases 

oversimplifications or altogether inaccurate conceptions of Asian-Americans persist.  Images of 

Asian-Americans portrayed in the media often reinforce stereotypes held about this group, which 

can be degrading and limiting (Kawai, 2005).  It is helpful to consider the history of Asian-

American immigration and other key events and how Asian-Americans have been represented in 

media to better understand how these stereotypes may have come into existence.  The next 

section briefly summarizes a historical overview of the origin of Asian stereotypes and how 

popular media has echoed sentiments from society. 

The Origin of Stereotypes for Asians  

 Since early Chinese immigration in the late 1840s, some Whites resented Asian 

immigrants, viewing them as a foreign culture and an economic threat and competition for scarce 

jobs and resources.  Political theorist and author Lothrop Stoddard (1920) wrote books arguing 

against Asian immigration, claiming immigrants threatened American society, with their presence 

a "peril."  The view of Asians as ñan undesirable raceò led to the U.S. Chinese Exclusion Act of 

1882, which turned Chinese Americans into the first ñillegal aliensò and reduced Chinese 

immigration from 30,000 per year to just 105 (CARE, 2008).  During this exclusionary era, the 

metaphor known as ñYellow Perilò (or ñYellow Terrorò) was given, and the only image most 

Americans had of Asians was the ñwily, mysterious, sneaky, and inscrutableò portrayal in 

numerous newspapers (e.g., the representation in the editorial cartoon in Figure 1-1 below) and in 

films (Mok, 1998, p. 188).  As a popular theme, Yellow Peril was essentially made incarnate in 

the master criminal Fu Manchu, created by Sax Rohmer in his book The Mysterious Fu Manchu 
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in 1929.   Fu Manchu was cruel, sardonic, and mysterious, and reinforced negative stereotypes of 

Asian men as alien outsiders, sneaky, or evil (Zhou and Lee, 2004). 

 

 

Figure 1-1 The Yellow Terror in All His Glory, 1899 editorial cartoon. 

 

 In contrast to the cruel and mysterious villain Fu Manchu, symbolic of the ñevil Asianò 

archetype, the ñgood Asianò archetype can be traced to author Earl Derr Biggerôs character 

Charlie Chan.  Charlie Chan, featured in over 10 novels and 40 films starting in 1925, was 

depicted as an emasculated, unassertive, wise yet apologetic Asian detective who solves cases 

while politely enduring racist insults from White characters.  He often spoke in broken English 

with a thick accent, often using aphorisms and wise sayings.  Compared to the other white 

fictional detectives of the time period, Charlie Chan was not threatening, daring, nor romantic.  

Instead, he ñwalked with the light dainty step of a woman,ò and once while being insulted, he 

meekly responds, "Humbly asking pardon to mention it, I detect in your eyes slight flame of 

hostility. Quench it, if you will be so kind. Friendly co-operation are essential between us."  

(Bigger, 1925, p. 76).   This portrayal of the submissive, docile Asian also reinforced stereotypes 

of Asian men as wise, yet effeminate or weak. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:YellowTerror.jpg
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War and politics played a large role in how various Asian groups were depicted in the 

media.  Around the beginning of World War II, American films depicted the Chinese in a more 

positive manner (albeit one-dimensional) than before.  Chinese people (generally played by 

White actors) often were depicted as hardworking, self-sacrificing peasants in movies such as The 

Good Earth (Mok, 1998).   Following Japan's attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, Hollywood 

continued to portray the Chinese as docile peasants while portraying Japanese soldiers as cruel 

and lustful men (Mok, 1998).   Soon after World War II, Mao Zedongôs rise to power in the 

People's Republic of China in 1949 caused helped fuel anti-Communist sentiment, particularly 

against China and North Korea, especially as the United States got involved in the Korean War. 

Japan, meanwhile, was viewed more favorably, as it adopted the United Statesô democratic and 

capitalistic ideals.  In the subsequent 20 years, new villains were introduced.  During the Vietnam 

War, Vietnamese men were depicted in films such as The Deer Hunter as ñsneaky warmongersð

often as brutal, anonymous people capable of extreme brutalityò (Mok, 1998, p.188).  

While stereotypes of Asian men perpetuated in writing and film have been negative and 

damaging, sadly, the stereotypes of Asian women have been just as harmful or worse.  Filmmaker 

Renee Tajima has called the representation of Asian women in Hollywood a ñDragon Lady/Lotus 

Blossomò dichotomy (Hagedorn, 1997).  In other words, Asian women have historically been 

either maliciously deceptive seductresses nicknamed Dragon Ladies, or else Lotus Blossoms (or 

helpless China Dolls): delicate, subservient possessions to be acquired by White men (Kawai, 

2005; Lee & Zhou, 2004; Fung, 1994).  They have frequently been portrayed as aggressive or 

submissive hypersexual beings ï as self-sacrificing, servile war brides, Geishas, Tokyo Roses, or 

prostitutes.   

In summary, it can be seen that Asians, corresponding to historical events at various 

points in time, have traditionally been stereotyped and depicted in mass media as negative or 

strange misfits and weirdoes: unassimilable aliens, segregated from other Americans, with 
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corrupt or backward cultures; yellow peril (ñFu Manchuò); and feminized asexualized men 

(ñCharlie Chanò); while Asian women have been depicted as helpless, objectified Yellow 

Geishas, China dolls, or sinister dragon ladies.   

Lingering stereotypes continue to be seen and perpetuated today 

 Asian-Americans in the TV and film industry today continue to be largely marginalized, 

invisible, and given few major roles.  Even when films feature predominantly Asian subject 

matter, the main character is typically White (as in The Last Samurai (2003), The Killing Fields 

(1984), or Seven Years in Tibet (1997)).  When Asians or Asian-Americans are cast in major 

roles, they are often depicted in negative, limiting, or one-dimensional ways.  Unfortunately, 

these stereotypes and biases are not limited to movies and TV, although examples of their reach 

are most easily seen there.  Residual effects of historical events and stereotypes of yesterday 

linger on, as the modern day portrayal of Asian-Americans reveals evidence of how they are 

perceived in society.  The following is a brief list of some examples of Asian stereotypes (as 

commonly seen in popular culture and media): 

 

¶ The Outsider: Asians as perpetual foreigners who cannot be assimilated.  Asians are 

often shown as alien outsiders who speak broken English or use otherwise thick accents 

(Mok, 1998; Lee & Zhou, 2004). In Sixteen Candles (1984), for instance, a Chinese 

foreign exchange student known as Long Duk Dong is depicted as alien and speaks using 

very strange noises; or more recently, outlandish depictions of Asians are commonplace 

on the comedy show MadTV.  For example, a recurring sketch entitled ñHeôs an Average 

Asianò depicts an Asian-American male as an ñaverageò character who tries to fit in as 

part of the mainstream, but all other characters invariably assume that various eccentric 
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Asian stereotypes must be true about him (e.g. he knows kung fu, he is bad at driving, he 

is abnormally gifted at music, etc.) 

 

¶ The Bad Leader: Asian males as passive and lacking in leadership, verbal, and 

management skills.  Asians are stereotyped as passive, bad leaders and lacking in 

leadership/managerial skills including creativity, verbal communication, analytical 

thinking, divergent thinking, etc. (Kim & Yeh, 2002).   A survey on attitudes towards 

Chinese-Americans revealed disturbing findings: 23% of Americans would not want a 

Chinese-American to be President of the United States, in contrast to 15% compared with 

an African American candidate, 14% compared with a woman candidate and 11% 

compared with a Jewish candidate (ADL, 2001).  In the same vein, 7% of those surveyed 

said they would not want to work for an Asian-American CEO, in contrast to 4% for an 

African-American, 3% for a woman, and 4% for a Jew. 

 

¶ The Token Dead Villain:  Asians as inept, unintelligent and anonymous villains.  In 

numerous movies including Kill Bill  and Rambo, Asians are often shown as less 

intelligent and less skilled than their White counterparts (Prasso, 2005).  They are usually 

nameless, anonymous, inferior, and replaceable.  They make numerous blunders and 

almost always lose in combat, piling up huge numbers in casualties.  

 

¶ The Cookie Cutter Asian:  All Asians look the same.  Related to the perception of 

Asians as unassimilable outsiders and anonymous, nameless token individuals is the 

hackneyed expression that ñAll Asians look the same.ò  The website AllLookSame.com 

allows visitors to explore this stereotype by viewing photos and testing their ability to 

identify the correct ethnicities of Asians (AllLookSame, 2008). 
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¶ The Gangster: Asians as evil, powerful, and greedy.  In Hollywood movies, Asians are 

frequently depicted as violent, cold-blooded gangsters who frequently engage in illegal 

activities and corruption in a seedy Chinatown setting.  Examples of this include the 

merciless, criminal Chinese gang members in movies such as The Departed, Lethal 

Weapon 4 (1998), Rush Hour 2 (2001), The Year of the Dragon (1985), and Rising Sun 

(1993).  

 

¶ The Reject: Asian males as undesirable romantic partners.  In the movie The Joy 

Luck Club (1993), based upon Amy Tanôs novel, the Asian men are depicted as abusive 

misogynists, promiscuous, and irresponsible.  One husband was depicted as a rapist, 

while the other was an irresponsible playboy.  Asian men are rarely depicted as romantic 

partners that are desirable and positive (Mok, 1998).  In addition, Asian men are 

commonly depicted as less physically or sexually attractive (Kee, 1998; Topix, 2008).  

For example, a common stereotype is that Asian men have small genitals (Topix, 2008). 

 

¶ The Gaysian: Asian males as effeminate and ambiguously gay.   Details Magazine in 

April 2004 published a feature entitled Gay or Asian? (see Figure 1-2 below) that 

compared the physical features and fashion style of Asian males to outrageous Asian and 

gay stereotypes.  The feature reads:  ñOne cruises for chicken; the other takes it General 

Tso-style.  Whether youôre into shrimp balls or shaved balls, entering the dragon requires 

imperial tasteséSo choke up on your chopsticks, and study hard, Grasshopper: A sharp 

eye will always take home the plumpest eel.ò  Although Details claimed the piece to be 

nothing more than comedic satire, ñGay or Asian?ò infuriated both gay and Asian 

communities, resulting in thousands of signatures in online petitions. 
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¶ The Yellow Uncle Tom:  Asians as passive, wise sage.  The Yellow Uncle Tom image, 

very much related to its precursor Charlie Chan, is usually depicted as an old, effeminate 

Asian man who is very wise and speaks mildly in broken English.  Examples of the 

Yellow Uncle Tom include the character Mr. Miyagi, played by Pat Morita, in The 

Karate Kid movies (1984-1994).  Morita, despite being an American WWII veteran, still 

portrayed the character with a foreign accent. 

 

¶ The China Doll/Lotus Blossom: Asian women as exotic, weak and subservient.  In 

several movies, Asian women are shown as beautiful and delicate, soft-spoken, young, 

and subservient with little identity (Prasso, 2005; Mok, 1998).  In many cases, she is 

more like an object or sexual toy, in movies such as Return to Paradise (1998) and the 

Year of the Dragon (1985).  Some have argued that the stereotype of Asian women as 

submissive sex objects has impeded women's economic mobility and has fostered 

increased demand in mail-order brides and ethnic pornography (e.g. Kim, 1984). 

 

¶ The Dragon Lady: Asian women as seductive, backstabbing, and evil deceivers.   

Another popular image for Asian women is the Dragon Lady (Hagedorn, 1997; Prasso, 

2005).   In contrast to the China Doll/Lotus Blossom, the Dragon Lady image depicts 

Asian women as untrustworthy and evil. 

 

¶ ñYellow Feverò: The White Male-Asian Female Combination.  While Asian men are 

rarely depicted as positive romantic partners for White women (Prasso, 2005), Asian 

women are commonly portrayed as positive romantic partners for White men (e.g. films 

such as Tomorrow Never Dies (1997), The World of Suzie Wong (1960), Live Free or Die 
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Hard (2007), etc.)   This stereotype is explored in Wong Fu Productionsô movie, Yellow 

Fever. 

 

¶ The Mystic Fighter: Asians as skilled, machine-like fighters.  The Mystic Fighter is a 

skilled Asian fighter who is powerful and usually fights for good.  He does not seem 

quite human; he is almost machine-like.  He generally speaks in broken English.  Bruce 

Lee and Jet Li have often been featured in this role, in movies such as Fearless (2006), 

Hero (2002), and Enter the Dragon (1973). 

 

¶ The Model Minority: Asians as model worker, overachiever, or 

math/science/computer nerd.   The term Model Minority, coined in 1966 at the height 

of the Civil Rights Movement, is a stereotype that initially seems positive, but actually is 

very harmful, as I will discuss shortly.  On television and in film, Asians are often 

depicted as quiet, diligent, successful model students or citizens that generally lacking 

flaws except perhaps working too hard and being out of touch socially (Mok, 1998b).  

Asians are also depicted as very intelligent and gifted, especially in areas such as math, 

science, and computers (see Figure 1-2 depicting Time magazine cover entitled, ñThose 

Asian-American Whiz Kidsò below).  This picture is often painted to the extreme, in 

which Asians are robbed of humanity and lacking any signs of shortcomings (Kim & 

Yeh, 2002).   
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Figure 1-2  Examples of Asian stereotypes in the media today: Details Magazine (left) and Time 

Magazine (right). 

 

Figure 1-3 Comic strip portraying stereotypes of Asians (Toyoshima, 2008). 
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As evidenced in these examples, Asian stereotypes still linger on, disturbingly, in various 

forms, including mainstream shows within popular media, regularly permeating American 

consciousness.  Yee (1992) has argued that the stereotypes and perceptions of Asians and Asian-

Americans are dualistic in nature in that they tend to "flip-flop" from positive to negative 

depending on various attitudinal elements in U.S. society.  Yee describes two harmful effects of 

this flip-flopping characteristic of Asian stereotypes.  First, this adds to the perceived 

homogeneity of Asian-Americans (i.e., "all Asians are the same"). Second, Asians are seen as 

being of one extreme or another in either a positive (e.g. wise sages, exemplary citizens) or a 

negative light (e.g. sadistic executioners, sly villains). Yee has hypothesized that American 

attitudes toward Asians carry strong evaluations of Asians as alien competitors, perhaps of two 

forms: exemplary and pernicious. He believes that these stereotypes have the power not only to 

influence attitudes and behaviors toward Asian Americans, but also to influence the attitudes and 

behavior of Asians themselves. 

Social psychological literature confirms the fact that stereotypes are often harmful on 

both short term academic performance and long-term identity.  Steele (1997) describes stereotype 

threat, a phenomenon in which academic performance is depressed when negative stereotypes 

about stigmatized groups are evoked.  This phenomenon, replicated in over 100 studies in the last 

decade, demonstrates a direct and immediate effect on a testing situation that evokes it, as well as 

a cumulative erosive effect over time that influences both intellectual performance and a longer-

term sense of identity (Steele, 1997).  Shih et al. (1999) also found that ethnic stereotypes impact 

academic performance, even when the stereotypes are not explicitly evoked.  They administered 

standardized math tests to Asian-American women and found that those reminded of their Asian 

heritage did better than those reminded of their gender or those in the control group.  However, 

the stereotypes increase self-imposed pressure upon Asian-Americans to fit that stereotype, and 
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when they are unable to do so, this leads to emotional distress (Kim & Yeh, 2002) and self-

imposed views that they are a failure to their own race, leading to unflattering self-deprecating 

terms such as a ñNot So Smart Asianò (NSSA). 

In addition to self-imposed pressure to succeed, stereotypes can very often lead to both 

subtle and direct forms of racism or discrimination against Asian-Americans.  Discrimination, 

which affects a person's attitudes and behaviors toward an individual (e.g., an unwillingness to 

vote for a politician simply because of his or her race) can frequently work against Asian-

Americans in various settings, including the workplace. Stereotyping limits opportunities (e.g. the 

ability to work certain managerial positions) and access to resources (Fisher et al., 2000; S. Lee, 

1996). 

In addition to these effects, stereotypes assigned to Asian-American can create 

resentment or conflicts among peers.  Fisher et al. (2000) found higher levels of distress from 

peer discrimination (e.g. being threatened, called racially insulting names, and excluded from 

activities) in Chinese and Korean students than in African Americans, Hispanics, and Whites.  In 

extreme cases, stereotypes and beliefs related to race and ethnicity can lead to violence and 

racially motivated hate-crimes.  For example, the case of Vincent Chin, a Chinese-American who 

was misperceived as Japanese-American and was murdered by two White men who lost their 

jobs, was an incident fueled largely by Anti-Japanese sentiment.  According to the FBI Hate 

Crime Statistics report for 2006, more than 65% of hate crimes reported were related to race and 

ethnicity, and hate crimes against those perceived to be ñthe otherò have been on the rise since the 

terrorist attacks of September 11 (FBI, 2007; AAJC, 2003).  Negative stereotypes can cause 

people to assume characteristics about an individual, even if entirely unfair or untrue.  

Understanding and coming to appreciate cultural differences may help to reduce negative or 

inaccurate stereotypes, which may in turn reduce violence or hate crimes.   
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What about the effects of seemingly ñgoodò stereotypes?  It is interesting to note how 

prejudice (in the form of preferential treatment or high expectations) can also work in favor of an 

Asian-American in certain contexts, but even these seemingly positive attributions often cause 

detrimental effects that are not readily apparent.  For example, consider the following scenario:  

A teacher believes Asian-American students to be intelligent and hardworking, which may affect 

the grades of the student (perhaps causing the teacher to grade more positively, or possibly, to 

grade more strictly).  In the long run, however, harmful side effects often develop.  A student may 

strive to maintain his or her hardworking image by being obedient and conforming, pigeonholing 

himself or herself, or else a student who rebels against these stereotype-driven expectations faces 

the wrath of his teachers for violating their notions or expectations of a "good" Asian (Sue & Sue, 

2006).  Asian-Americans who do not perform well in mathematics are often denied the assistance 

they need to improve (CARE, 2008). 

Evidently, damaging consequences are not limited to overtly negative stereotypes.  While 

some may believe certain stereotypes attributed to Asian-Americans are harmless or even 

complimentary, the research indicates otherwise.  For example, the Model Minority image can 

increase self-imposed stress and expectations to succeed, while negatively affecting academic 

performance (Lee, 1996; Cheryan & Bodenhausen, 2000).  In addition, the stereotype negatively 

influences the perception of Asiansô capability and likelihood of success in managerial and 

leadership positions, leading to a glass-ceiling effect dubbed the ñBamboo Ceiling,ò in which 

Asian-American men with equivalent or superior education and experience levels receive less 

income and are excluded from managerial jobs on the basis of subjective factors such as "lack of 

leadership potential" or "inferior communication ability" (Cheng & Thatchenkery, 1997; Wong 

and Nagasawa, 1991). Third, this stereotype has also sometimes led to the exploitation of Asian-

American employees (Choi & Chen, 1996).  Furthermore, this image has rendered invisible a 

large number of Asians who need financial and academic help.  While certain Asian-American 
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groups (primarily of Chinese, Korean, and Japanese descent) have achieved much success, the 

Model Minority stereotype masks the fact that many Asians (particularly those from Southeast 

Asian countries like Laotian, Hmong, Cambodia) actually fall into the highest poverty rate and 

lowest academic success rate levels (CARE, 2008). 

 As Asian-Americans are regularly confronted with stereotypes and perceptions that are in 

part socially constructed by Hollywood and mass media, they are constantly reminded that they 

are anything but ñnormal.ò  (Wong et al. 1998; Kim, 1997; Oyserman, 1997; Kawai, 2005; Mok, 

1998b).    They are frequently homogenized into a uniform social group (the ñmodel minorityò) 

while derogatively stereotyped as ñnerds,ò ñgeeks,ò ñpassive,ò or various other names, deviant 

from normal teenage Americans.  (Lee and Zhou, 2004).  Asian-Americans may start to believe 

these perceptions and internalize stereotypes held about their group as a result of the Reflected 

Self (or Looking-Glass Self) phenomenon in which people come to see themselves as they believe 

others see them (Tice & Wallace, 2003).  In addition, Asian-Americans must confront and sort 

through the cultural clash caused by being immersed in the middle of two completely different 

worlds in direct conflict: an Asian heritage and its value system colliding with a Western value 

system. 

The Consequences of Identity Crisis and Being Caught Between Two Worlds 

 Erikson (1968) coined the term identity crisis to describe the most important conflict 

human beings encounter as they go through eight developmental stages in life.  According to 

Erikson, an identity crisis is a time of intensive analysis and exploration of different ways of 

looking at oneself, struggling between feelings of identity versus role confusion.  Marcia (1968; 

1993) extended Eriksonôs work, describing identity achievement as the most secure identity 

status, i.e., commitment to a secure identity. 
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Asian-Americans face an extra challenge as they go through this developmental process, 

as the challenge of negotiating between two clashing worldviews further exacerbates identity 

crisis (Sue & Sue, 2006).  As Lee and Zhou (2004) put it, ñnative-born Asian-Americans find 

themselves caught between two vastly different worlds and at ease with neither.ò (p. 14).  The 

Western and Asian cultures generally have directly contradictory values and standards over 

several fundamental issues including risk aversion, individualism/collectivism, power distance, 

and other civil liberties (Hofstede, 1980).  In heavily Confucian-influenced Asian nations, for 

example, the primary family unit is very strong and typically exerts heavy-handed control over its 

members.  Parents often play a very central role in guiding important choices in their childrenôs 

lives, including constraints on possible career choices (Leong & Serafica, 1995).  Emphasis is 

placed on obedience to authority and elders, obtaining a good education, and giving the family a 

ñgoodò name, which tends to result in greater passivity and less autonomy in individuals (Sue & 

Sue, 2006).  The fear of experiencing guilt or shame is a powerful force that encourages self-

control and risk aversion, as is a sense of responsibility and living up to the expectations of elders 

(Sue & Sue, 2006).   Simultaneously, Western values assail Asian-Americans on multiple fronts, 

including mass media, peer circles, and schools.  Emphasis on individual personal freedoms, 

assertiveness, spontaneity, and risk-taking can be in direct conflict with Asian values of deference 

and reserve (Hofstede, 1980). 

 The consequences of identity crisis and being caught in between two vastly different 

worlds are multifaceted.  Asian-Americans struggle to find their role in society, as they often find 

difficulty aligning their individual interests with acceptable career choices.  This is challenging, 

as they must wrestle with their sense of self-worth and identity, and how much to listen to (or 

reject) various influences pulling in multiple directions: cultural and parental pressures, peers, 

stereotypes and societal expectations of what niches are appropriate or desirable for Asians, etc. 

(Wang & Lin, 2005; Leong & Serafica, 1995).  Concurrently, Asian-Americans must deal with 
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pressures to succeed and high expectations to live up to the smart, hard-working ñmodel 

minorityò image given by society (Cheryan & Bodnehausen, 2000; Lee, 1994).  These pressures 

and other reasons can often lead to a host of self-image and mental problems, including lower self 

esteem and a distorted sense of self worth (Cohen, 2007; Sue & Sue, 2004).  In addition, Asian-

American have been shown to view their own ethnicity as being less physically attractive than 

White counterparts, as well as less desirable romantic partners (Mok, 1998; Sue and Sue, 2006).  

Worse yet, mental illnesses, depression, and even suicide are not uncommon, as Asian-American 

women have been reported as having the highest suicide rate among women of any race, ethnicity 

for that age group (Cohen, 2007).  Cohen (2007) also points out that suicide is also the second 

highest cause of death for Asian-American women between the ages of 15-24.   

The Need 

In the face of damaging, limiting, and inaccurate stereotypes, identity crisis and other 

important issues surrounding Asian-American identity, there are specific needs that need to be 

addressed.  First, greater awareness of issues surrounding Asian-Americans are needed, as many 

misconceptions and myths persist that need to be clarified ï everything from the groupôs lack of 

apparent diversity to the real damage done by seemingly positive stereotypes like the ñmodel 

minority.ò  Second, there needs to be a greater awareness of societal forces that constrain or cause 

unwanted behavior, such as stereotypes that limit or pigeonhole people.  Third, Asian-American 

self-empowerment and further support for identity development is needed.  These needs run 

parallel to the needs found in similar groups in other contexts, such as other ethnic minorities in 

the workplace and women in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields.  The 

lessons learned and principles learned from addressing the needs of Asian-Americans will benefit 

these other groups as well. 
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A Note on Researcher Identity  

 This problem is personally relevant for me as a Chinese-American who has seen these 

issues firsthand in my life and in many of my Asian-American peers.  While I was born in 

America and speak English as my primary language, it quickly became apparent since early 

schooling days in a suburb of western Pennsylvania that I was not perceived to be a ñnormalò or 

ñaverageò American citizen, often receiving comments such as ñYouôre Asian, so you must be 

smart,ò ñAhh-so!  Are you related to Bruce Lee?ò and ñDo you know kung fu?ò   In addition, I 

have often had to deal with the tensions involved in being a member of two very different worlds 

and cultures ï everything from deciding how much to assert my personal and career goals and 

how much to yield to parental pressures, cultural norms and expectations.  Like any other 

member of an underrepresented group in any context, I have often been confronted with 

stereotypes and their unintended effects, and it is not always clear to me how much these 

stereotypes have impacted me for better or for worse.  I have a strong desire to help bring about 

positive change or betterment to people, even if in only in small ways or as a first step towards a 

larger positive outcome. 

Now, as a scholar and researcher, many key pieces have fallen into place and I am 

uniquely positioned to address this issue.  I have access and entrée to a large community of 

Asian-American university students.  As a researcher and designer, I value the opportunity to 

make a difference within this fast growing community, while seeking to gain a richer 

understanding of theory that can advance multiple fields including the learning sciences and game 

design.  In terms of past experiences that influence my present mindset, I have a Bachelorôs 

degree with honors in computer science, and experience as a software engineer in a large 

international software corporation.  I also have over four years of graduate training in Information 

Sciences and Technology, an interdisciplinary field that connects technology design with other 
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areas including cognitive psychology, education, and sociology.  This background and training is 

invaluable for building a game-based intervention intended to promote learning and social 

change. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter 2 

 

Literature Review and Preliminary Studies 

I will now discuss the relevant literature on identity and self-concept and existing 

approaches to understand and support identity development.  I will begin with an overview of 

perspectives on identity, the gaps within this literature, and then move to onto a detailed 

discussion of identity play within technologies such as Serious Games, and the need for more 

research in this space. 

Definitions and Theories of Identity 

Identity is a concept that draws upon theories from several different disciplines including 

psychology, social psychology, sociology, anthropology, cultural studies, and more recently from 

interdisciplinary fields such as the learning sciences.  The researcher trying to formulate a 

singular definition of identity by studying the vast body of literature will almost certainly find it 

to be a daunting task.  Many conceptualizations of identity exist, each of which may vary in terms 

of level of analysis, emphasis, agency, or the phenomena of interest.  Adding to the confusion is 

the fact that people of different disciplines sometimes make use of different terminology within 

parallel universes to discuss largely the same ideas.  For example, Hogg et al. (1995) point out 

that in sociology, identity theory is primarily adopted while in social psychology, social identity 

theory is often used, with a great deal of overlap in the two theories.  In discussing identity, 

Baumeister (1998) ultimately concludes that it is ñnot really a single topic at all, but rather an 

aggregate of loosely related subtopicsò (p. 681). 
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As the literature on identity is vast, multidisciplinary, somewhat overlapping and lacking 

consistent terminology, I do not attempt to exhaustively review the literature here (see Cote & 

Levine, 2002 for a review).  Instead, I frame the literature on identity into four overlapping 

perspectives below.  I acknowledge that there are many useful ways to organize the literature, and 

that my approach is one of many possible means to make sense of this vast body of research (e.g. 

see Geeôs Four Identities (2001) framework for another organizational framing).    

I propose the following four categories of perspectives on identity:  

 

1. Self-concept view.  This view can be described as who a person is, or how a person sees 

himself or herself (ñyou are what you think you areò).  This includes ethnic or cultural 

identity (self identification with a group and its shared language, attitudes, values, 

knowledge of group history), gender identity, academic identity (oneôs investment in a 

domain like math or science and self-efficacy in it), and any other facets of oneôs 

personal or ego identity, including possible selves, or the kind of person one wants to 

become (or avoid becoming) (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  Oneôs self concept can be based 

on forces in nature (e.g. being a younger brother or being a member in a particular ethnic 

group) or oneôs awareness of his or her unique characteristics or idiosyncrasies that 

distinguishes oneself from others.   

 

2. Others-concept view.  A second view can be described as how others conceptualize or 

describe a person, especially making use of oneôs distinguishing roles, positions, 

responsibilities, and unique traits.  In other words, ñyou are what other people say you 

are.ò  This typically involves power structures within institutions that can be formal (e.g. 

to be a ñprofessor in computer scienceò or the ñpresident of an organizationò) or more 

subtle (e.g. the expectation of what it means to be an ñAfrican-American womanò or 
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ñAsian American maleò).  Personality traits identified during discourse (e.g. to be known 

as an amicable or creative person) also can contribute to the overall conceptualization of 

a person (Gee, 2003).  The expectations and stereotypes that are often associated with 

these roles, labels, and terms often this leads to stereotyping, categorization, and in-group 

and out-group comparisons (Tajfel, 1981; Turner et al., 1987).  Gerth and Mills (1953) 

discuss how oneôs behavior is often enacted in order to meet expectations of others, 

especially significant others such as friends, enemies and individuals who are of value to 

a person.   In the same vein, Tice & Wallace (2003) also describe a Reflected Self (or 

Looking-Glass Self) phenomenon in which people begin to take on new identities after 

others attribute skills or positive traits to them (e.g. John begins to view himself as a cook 

upon developing a reputation among friends that he is ñgreat at cooking.ò) 

 

3. Performative view.  A third view can be described as what a person does; that is, routine 

behaviors of individuals acting within particular social contexts (ñyou are what you doò).  

As an example, this view would argue that a person must perform the role of a criminal in 

order to be a criminal.  In this way, identity can be described as a dynamic product that is 

achieved, rather than simply innate or given by default (Caltabiano, 1984; Hogg, Abrams, 

& Patel, 1987; Simic, 1987).  Cultural practices and activities that a person engages in 

often contribute to who a person is.  For example, how cultural factors affect the way 

youth see themselves as actors in math and science practices has been studied by various 

researchers (e.g. Nasir & Saxe, 2003).  Nasir (2003) describes studies involving ñpractice 

linked identity,ò in which African-American middle school students initially see 

themselves as basketball players (ñballersò) with little connection to mathematics, but 

using fantasy basketball statistics and calculations, soon begin to see mathematics as 

being more aligned with their identities. 
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4. Contextual/Affinity Space view.  A fourth view can be described as how people are 

ñshapeshiftersò who present themselves (or appear to others) as a certain kind of person 

depending on specific contexts or the goals at hand (ñyou are who you present yourself to 

be in any given situationò).   People wear multiple hats; one could be a female, a younger 

sister, an environmentalist, an Asian-American, a guitar player, and a professor all at the 

same time, and yet it is not always clear which identities are activated and which 

identities in the hierarchy govern thought and behavior.  Pittinsky et al. (1999) describe 

multiple, adaptive identities this way: ñan Asian American woman who attends a 

prestigious university has at least three different social identities that may be salient at 

different times: (1) her gender identity; (2) her ethnic identity; and (3) her identity as a 

student at an elite university.ò Each identity, linked to common stereotypes, is associated 

with distinct predictions for her behavior (Pittinsky et al. 1999).  New identities are also 

being negotiated within affinity spaces, as people identify with and desire to participate 

and belong to a community of practice or a community of interest (Lave and Wenger, 

1998; Gee, 2003).   People are free to experiment and redefine themselves unlike ever 

before.  This is consistent with Turkleôs (1995) observation that technology in recent 

years has encouraged people ñto think of ourselves as fluid, emergent, decentralized, 

multiplicitous, flexible, and ever in process." (p. 263-264).  

 

In summary, identity has been discussed in the literature in different ways; some scholars 

treat it as a discrete entity that is innate and fixed, resilient to change, while others view identity 

as much more malleable, fluid, and dynamic.  
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Identity in the Social Sciences 

For decades, identity has been widely discussed in the social sciences, and as can be 

expected, people of various disciplines approach it from different angles.  I will briefly highlight 

some of the influential themes that emerge in psychology, social psychology, and sociology in 

order to highlight the gaps and need for further research. 

Identity in Psychology: Identity Crisis and Ethnic Considerations 

In psychology, identity can be broadly described as oneôs mental model of him or herself, 

including the self knowledge of oneôs unique attributes.  Early work in the 1960s by Erik Erikson 

(1968), a German psychoanalyst heavily influenced by Sigmund Freud, considered three aspects 

of identity: the ego identity (the self), personal identity (the personal idiosyncrasies that 

distinguish a person from another), and the social or cultural identity (the collection of social 

roles a person might play).  Erikson (1968) also theorized a very influential theory of 

development known as the Eight Stages of Development, which considered the impact of external 

factors, parents, and society on personality development from childhood to adulthood (see Table 

2-1 below).  According to this theory, each stage has its own psychosocial task and a conflict that 

needs resolution.  The adolescent stage, for instance, is about trying to resolve the conflict 

between identity and role confusion.  Adolescents refine and attempt to solidify a sense of self by 

testing roles and integrating them to form a single identity, or else they become confused or 

remain apathetic about who they are. 

 

Table 2-1 Eriksonôs Eight Stages of Psychosocial Development. 

Stage (Conflict) Age Task (Challenge) 

Trust vs. Mistrust Infancy (0-1) Develop trust towards self, others, 
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and environment if basic needs are 
reliably met 

Autonomy vs. Shame and 
Doubt 

Toddler (1-2) Learn to do things for self and 
maintain self-esteem, or else doubt 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 

Initiative vs. Guilt Preschool (3-5) Initiate tasks and execute plans, or 
else feel guilty about attempts toward 
independence 

Competence vs. Inferiority Elementary School (6-puberty) Develop a sense of self-worth by 
refining skills, or else feel inferior 

Identity vs. Role Confusion Adolescence (teens-20s) Refine self-concept by exploring roles 
and identities, or else experience 
confusion about self-concept 

Intimacy vs. Isolation Young Adulthood (20s to 40s) Form close relationships and find 
intimacy, or else feel socially isolated 

Generativity vs. Stagnation Middle Adulthood (40s to 60s) Contribution to the world (usually 
through work and family), or else 
purposelessness 

Integrity vs. Despair Late Adulthood (60s and up) Experience satisfaction or regret when 
ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǳǇƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ 

 

Erikson (1968) coined the term identity crisis, as a state of distress, disorientation, and 

role confusion (sometimes referred to as a turning point) that occurs as a result of conflicting 

internal and external experiences, pressures, and expectations, often leading to rebellious 

behavior or the inability to accept an role they believe is expected of them by parents or society 

(Erikson, 1968).  This idea has become increasingly relevant in todayôs global economy and 

information age, as many students today have been simultaneously blessed and cursed with the 

freedom (and burden) to choose a vocation (Cote & Levine, 2002).  It can be challenging to 

commit to a vocation in the face of seemingly unlimited options and uncertainty.  Further 

exacerbating the occurrence of identity crisis is globalization, online technology, and other factors 

that have opened up access to niche pockets of society. 

In general, less individualistic cultures (including the vast majority of Asian cultures) tell 

adolescents who they are rather than letting them decide on their own (Myers, 1998).  In contrast, 

western cultures tend to value individualism and autonomy.  This cultural clash of values adds to 

the complexities of negotiating oneôs identity, and can presumably exacerbate identity crisis.  
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This is one reason why I believe it is important to explore how technology can support identity 

development in the face of messy and complex cultural influences. 

James Marcia extended Eriksonôs work on identity crisis with his notion of the identity 

status paradigm, positing that an adolescentôs identity is determined largely by the choices and 

commitments made regarding certain personal and social traits (Marcia, 1966).   He argued that 

the adolescent stage consists neither of identity resolution nor identity confusion, but rather the 

degree to which one has explored and committed to an identity in life domains such as religion, 

career, relational choices, gender roles, etc. Marciaôs theory of identity achievement argues that 

two distinct parts formulate an adolescentôs identity: crisis (i.e. a time when oneôs values and 

choices are being reevaluated) and commitment. He defined a crisis (or awakening) as a time of 

upheaval where old values or choices are being reexamined. The end outcome of a crisis leads to 

a commitment made to a certain role or value. 

Marcia (1966) identified four possible ego-identity statuses, depending on the presence or 

absence of exploration of identity issues and commitment to a personal identity.  (1) identity 

diffusion, in which adolescents who have neither experienced a crisis nor made a commitment 

demonstrate a lack of focus; (2) identity foreclosure, in which a person has made a premature 

commitment based on the options and attitudes of others but has not fully explored for himself or 

herself; (3) moratorium, in which adolescents are currently in the process of exploring identity 

options but have not yet made a commitment; and (4) identity achievement, in which a person has 

explored identities in depth and arrived at a secure, committed sense of self.   

Marciaôs four ego-identity statuses are not necessarily representing a developmental 

continuum; that is, it is possible for individuals to remain identity-diffuse or foreclosed 

throughout much of their life, or to move in various patterns among the statuses (Waterman, 

1982).  Identity diffusion and foreclosure are generally seen as less mature forms of identity, and 

an achieved identity is considered the optimum outcome of the identity process (Waterman, 
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1984).  The moratorium (or exploration) period is necessary for identity achievement.  One can 

therefore think in terms of an ideal sequence from the lower stages (diffusion and foreclosure), 

through moratorium, to an achieved identity.  

While Eriksonôs early work on identity crises and Marciaôs work on identity status have 

been extremely influential, Phinney (1993) observes that relatively little attention has been given 

to ethnic identity development.  She remarks, ñMost research on ethnic identity has emphasized 

the content of ethnic identity, that is, the actual ethnic behaviors that individuals practice, along 

with their attitudes toward their ethnic group.  In contrastéthe process of ethnic identity 

formation, that is, the way in which individuals come to understand the implications of their 

ethnicity and make decisions about its role in their liveséhas been far less studied.ò (Phinney, 

1990, p. 64).   

Phinney (1993) studied 196 Asian-American, black, Hispanic, and white students and 

found that moratorium subjects were easy to identify by involvement in ethnic identity search, 

while the other two stages, diffusion and foreclosure, could not be reliably distinguished from 

each other by coders.  Phinney believed that minority subjects initially accept the values and 

attitudes of the majority culture, including internalizing negative views of their own group held 

by the majority.   Various factors including tensions in conflicting cultural values, parental 

pressures, or societal expectations may also blur the distinctions of identity statuses.  As a result 

of the studies, Phinney developed a three-stage model for ethnic identity development: (1) 

Unexamined Ethnic Identity, which essentially combines Marciaôs diffusion and foreclosure 

identity statuses; (2) Ethnic Identity Moratorium/Search, usually triggered by events that were 

emotionally disruptive; and (3) Ethnic Identity Achievement, the ideal outcome of the identity 

process, characterized by a clear, confident acceptance and sense of oneôs own ethnicity.  While 

this work provides an important early foundation for capturing snapshots of trajectories towards 
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identity achievement, there is a need for a greater understanding of how to support this kind of 

positive identity development. 

Another important identity paradigm with implications for self-concept, motivation, and 

cognition is Hazel Markus and Paula Nuriusôs (1986) theory of Possible Selves (see Oyserman, 

2006 for a thorough review of the literature on adolescent possible selves).  Possible selves 

represent individuals' conceptions of themselves in future states: what they might become (e.g. a 

successful writer), what they would like to become (e.g. a famous athlete), and what they are 

afraid of becoming (e.g. an unemployed person), and thus provide a conceptual link between 

cognition and motivation.  

Possible selves are important for several reasons.  First, they provide a clear goal to strive 

for (if positive) and to avoid (if negative).  In this way they function as incentives for future 

behavior (i.e., selves to be approached or avoided).  Second, they can inspire or energize an 

individual to pursue whatever actions are necessary to pursue that goal.  Ruvolo & Markus (1992) 

believe that simulating a desired end-state causes the person to create plans and strategies relevant 

to achieving this state, as well as positive affect and selective information processing for anything 

that promotes the desired end-state. Some studies suggest that imagining successful possible 

selves improve well-being (King, 2001) and performance (Ruvolo & Markus, 1992).  Finally, 

possible selves provide an evaluative and interpretive context for the current view of self, which 

can lead to greater awareness of oneôs plans and strategies. 

It seems that possible selves theory has much potential as a fruitful approach to 

supporting ethnic identity development (Oyserman, 2006).  By allowing ethnic minorities to 

envision new possible selves, including atypical selves and those that challenge limiting 

stereotypes about their group, new identity trajectories can result, and motivation and behavior 

can be impacted for the better. 
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While numerous studies have investigated possible selves in many ways, the literature on 

Asian-American possible selves is nearly nonexistent.  Oysermanôs (2006) comprehensive review 

of the literature on adolescent possible selves found that ñcompared with African American and 

American Indian youth, considerably less research attention has focused on the possible selves of 

Asian American youthò (p. 18).  In their review, only one study of possible selves of Asian 

Americans was found: a small-scale qualitative study (Kao, 2000) that suggests academic 

possible selves are likely to be common among Asian Americans, and that Asian Americans form 

these possible selves largely due to stereotypes attributed to their group and pressures to excel to 

avoid failure.   Additional work needs to be done to investigate strategies involving ethnic 

minority possible selves, especially as it holds a great deal of potential for self-empowerment and 

growth. 

Identity in Sociology: Roles, Behavior, and Society 

In contrast to the psychological literature where identity research emphasizes self-concept 

or mental model, the emphasis in the sociological literature on identity is on roles and role 

behavior.  William James (1890) believed that for each person, there are as many different selves 

as there are different positions that one holds in society and therefore several different groups 

who respond to the self.  Stryker (1980) argued that the self reflects society.   As the self is 

negotiated and constructed in social interaction within the context of a complex, organized, 

differentiated society, many believe that the self must be complex and organized and 

differentiated as well (Stets & Burke, 2003).  The overall self is organized into multiple parts 

(identities), each of which is tied to aspects of the social structure. One has an identity, an 

ñinternalized positional designationò (Stryker, 1980, p. 60), for each of the different positions or 

role relationships the person holds in society. Thus, self as a daughter is an identity, as is self as 
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coworker, self as friend, and self as any of the other myriad of possibilities corresponding to the 

various roles one may play. The identities are the meanings one has as a group member, as a role-

holder, or as a person. 

Views of identity in sociology tend to be rooted in the structural approach to the symbolic 

interactionist perspective (Stryker, 1980).  Stets & Burke (2003) describe society as stable and 

durable as reflected in the ñpatterned regularities that characterize most human actionò (Stryker, 

1980, p. 65).  A frequently used perspective, growing out of the work of Burke (1980), McCall & 

Simmons (1978), and Stryker (1968), is identity theory, a micro-sociological theory that sets out 

to explain individualsô role relationships and role-related behaviors (Hogg et al., 1995).  This 

view emphasizes that the core of an identity is ñthe categorization of the self as an occupant of a 

role and incorporating into the self all of the meanings and expectations associated with 

performing that roleò (Stets & Burke, 2003, p. 134).  People are invariably acting within the 

context of social structure, in which each person employs labels and recognizes others as 

possessing positions or roles within society (Stryker, 1980).  Thus, identity theory explains social 

behavior in terms of the reciprocal relations between self and society; it is strongly associated 

with the symbolic interactionist view that society affects social behavior through its influence on 

the self (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969). 

Individuals have multiple role identities, defined as ñthe character and the role that an 

individual devises for himself as an occupant of a particular social positionò (McCall & 

Simmons, 1978, p.65).  Role identities are ranked and organized in a hierarchy of prominence, 

reflecting oneôs ideal self.  Multiple role identities give lives meaning and provide guides to 

behavior (Stets & Burke, 2003).  The more prominent oneôs role identity, the more likely it 

surfaces in a given context or situation.  Identity negotiation, a process in which a person 

negotiates with society at large regarding the meaning of his or her identity, may arise from the 

learning of social roles through personal experience.   
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People act to verify their conceptions of who they are. A college professor, for example, 

may act in ways that make it clear to himself or herself and to peers, that she is knowledgeable, 

smart, analytical, thoughtful, and logical. She may engage in a variety of actions and interactions 

to convey these images. To identity theorists, these are both individual patterns of behavior and 

help us understand the individual professor, as well as the same patterns of behavior that are part 

of a larger social structure. 

Another relevant theory is Reflected Self Theory (also known as the Looking-Glass Self).  

According to this theory, people begin to take on new identities based upon their perceptions and 

beliefs of how others see them (Tice & Wallace, 2003).  For example, a person may encounter 

skills or traits attributed to himself or herself, leading to a refined identity (e.g. Sarah begins to 

view herself as musically talented upon hearing from a close friend that she is ñgreat at playing 

the guitar.ò)  The idea of a ñreflected selfò originally stems from Cooley (1902), generally 

considered the first symbolic interactionist.  Cooley argued that the idea of the self cannot be 

separated from social forces and proposed that the self is built by observing how others view 

himself or herself, and then incorporating those views into the self-concept (Tice & Wallace, 

2003). 

Since the early conceptions of symbolic interactionists, many scholars now hold a refined 

view of Reflected Self theory; the basic idea remains, except people see ñthrough the glass 

darklyò (Shrauger & Schoenerman, 1979).  People tend to hold certain views of themselves, and 

these views can sometimes bias or cloud their perceptions of how others view them.  Various 

studies (e.g. Harter et al. 1998; Beaman et al. 1979) have found that people do not just view 

themselves as others actually see them but rather view themselves as they think others see them, 

through somewhat biased processing (Tice & Wallace, 2003).  Close, intimate relationships with 

important others (such as parents and friends) seem to be particularly influential and are 

especially likely to create a looking-glass self (McNulty & Swann, 1994; Cook & Douglas, 
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1998).  To the extent that people hold idealized beliefs about a person, the person may then move 

towards an ideal self (Tice & Wallace, 2003). 

In order to understand how to impact self-concepts towards ideal selves, more work is 

needed to consider ethnic minoritiesô Reflected Selves ï that is, how adolescents view themselves 

based upon perceived stereotypes and how they believe others see them.  In addition, multiple 

role identities and the negotiation of roles in society need to be better understood. 

Identity in Social Psychology: The Impact of Beliefs About Others 

A popular identity perspective in social psychology is social identity theory (e.g. Tajfel, 

1981; Turner et al., 1987), defined as an individualôs self-concept derived from perceived 

membership in social groups (Hogg & Vaughan, 2002). Social identity theory consists of three 

components: (1) categorization, in which people place themselves and others into categories that 

have value-judgments associated with them (e.g. labeling someone as a Westerner, a Catholic, or 

football player is a way of suggesting some qualities about these people); (2) identification, in 

which people associate with in-groups that serve to increase their self-esteem; and (3) 

comparison, in which people constantly compare the in-group in which they belong with other 

groups, typically seeing a favorable bias towards oneôs in-group (at the expense of the out-group).  

The theory was originally developed as an attempt to understand the psychological basis of 

intergroup discrimination. 

Tajfel & Turner (1986) showed that when people merely categorize themselves as 

members of a group, this was enough to lead them to display in-group favoritism. After being 

categorized of a group membership, individuals seek to achieve positive self-esteem by positively 

differentiating their in-group from a comparison out-group on some valued dimension.  Social 
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identity theory provides an important foundation for understanding how stereotypes and 

subsequent discrimination can be formed. 

Another important identity paradigm in the social psychology literature is Dweckôs work 

on self-theories (1999).  Dweck and others (1999) have investigated how students develop beliefs 

about their intelligence and abilities, and how these self-theories shape thoughts, feelings and 

behaviors.  The theories reveal why some students are motivated to work harder, and why others 

fall into patterns of helplessness and are self-defeating. Students carry two types of views on 

ability/intelligence: Entity theorists and Incremental theorists. 

Students who are Entity theorists view intelligence as fixed and stable, while Incremental 

theorists see intelligence as malleable, fluid, and changeable.  Entity theorists have a high desire 

to prove themselves to others; that is, to be seen as smart and avoid looking unintelligent.  Entity 

theorists are susceptible to learned helplessness because they may feel that circumstances are 

outside their control (i.e. there's nothing that could have been done to make things better), thus 

they may give up easily.  As a result, they may simply avoid situations or activities that they 

perceive to be challenging (perhaps through procrastination, absenteeism, etc.).  Alternatively, 

they may purposely choose extremely difficult tasks so that they have an excuse for failure.  

Ultimately, they may stop trying altogether.  Because success (or failure) is often linked to what 

is perceived as a fixed amount of intelligence rather than effort (e.g., the belief that "I did poorly 

because I'm not a smart person"), students may think that failure implies a natural lack of 

intelligence.  Dweck (1999) found that students with a long history of success may be the most 

vulnerable for developing learned helplessness because they may buy into the entity view of 

intelligence more readily than those with less frequent success. 

In contrast, those with an incremental view ("Incremental theorists") when faced with 

failure, react differently: these students desire to master challenges, and therefore adopt a 

mastery-oriented pattern.  They immediately began to consider various ways that they could 
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approach the task differently, and they increase their efforts.  Unlike Entity theorists, Incremental 

theorists believe that effort, through increased learning and strategy development, will actually 

increase their intelligence. These students see satisfaction coming from the process of learning 

and often see opportunities to get better.  They do not focus on what the outcome will say about 

them, but what they can attain from taking part in the venture. Dweck demonstrated empirically 

that students who hold an entity theory of intelligence are less likely to attempt challenging tasks 

and are at risk for academic underachievement. 

Another relevant theory found in the social psychological literature is the work on 

stereotype threat (e.g. Steele & Aronson, 1995; Steele, 1997).  Stereotype threat is the 

phenomenon in which a studentôs performance can be negatively affected because of concerns 

that he or she will confirm negative stereotypes about a self-identified group that he or she 

belongs to.  For example, Steele & Aronson (1995) showed in several experiments that Black 

underclassmen performed worse on standardized math tests than White students when their race 

was emphasized before taking the test. When race was not emphasized, however, Black students 

performed better (equivalent to White students).  Gender stereotypes also contribute to stereotype 

threat.  Spencer et al. (1999), for example, showed that womenôs performance on standardized 

math tests decreased when primed beforehand of the negative stereotype that females are not as 

good as their male counterparts. 

These studies show that stereotypes clearly have a direct and immediate effect on short 

term performance and also a cumulative erosive effect over time that influences both intellectual 

performance and a longer-term sense of identity (Steele, 1997).  In other studies, researchers 

found that consistent exposure to stereotype threat can reduce the degree that individuals value 

certain academic domains (Aronson, et al. 2002; Osborne, 1995; Steele, 1997).   Some members 

of a group may be more vulnerable to stereotype threatôs negative consequences than others; 
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factors such as the strength of oneôs group identification or domain identification have been 

shown to be related to onesô subsequent vulnerability to stereotype threat (Steele, 1997). 

Stereotype threat studies have been applied beyond stigmatized groups in academic 

settings to many other groups and contexts, including white men in sports (e.g., Stone et al., 

1999), women in negotiation (Kray et al., 2002), homosexual men in providing childcare (Bosson 

et al., 2004), and women as skilled drivers (Yeung and von Hippel, 2008).  These studies 

demonstrate that no one is completely immune to stereotype threat, and that it is a problem that is 

far reaching.  

To date, very few technology-based interventions for addressing stereotype threat exist.  

In fact, in media such as digital games, stereotypical images and roles are pervasive, including 

women portrayed as damsels in distress or hypersexualized objects (Lee et al., 2006).  Digital 

games often embody values that reinforce stereotypes and stereotypical behavior (e.g. ethnic 

minorities engaging in violence and delinquent behavior in a game like Rockstar Gamesô popular 

yet controversial title Grand Theft Auto 4).  We need to understand how game designs and other 

technology-based strategies can mitigate and alleviate the effects of stereotype threat, and to go a 

step beyond that: to determine how technology can support the development of positive, secure 

identities. 

To summarize, the literature in psychology, sociology, and social psychology has posed 

many challenges related to identity.  As evidenced in the preceding discussion, ethnic groups are 

often especially susceptible to identity crisis, internalization of negative stereotypes, and limited 

roles and possible selves.  In the following section, I will discuss ways identity has been 

understood or manipulated in designed interventions, including technology. 
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Identity in Digital Games 

Identity has been explored within digital games for decades, whether it be early forms of 

gender swapping in text-based Multi-User Dungeons (MUDs) and Mud Object Oriented (MOOs), 

role-playing in immersive virtual environments like Ultima Online or World of Warcraft, or off-

the-shelf computer games that allow players to try out novel experiences of all kinds.  In the 

influential book Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, Turkle (1995) describes the 

flexibility and fluidity of taking on new identities in game spaces.  Turkle observes that 

technology in recent years has encouraged people ñto think of ourselves as fluid, emergent, 

decentralized, multiplicitous, flexible, and ever in process." (p. 263-264). Adopting Eriksonôs 

(1968) framework, she discusses gamesô value in providing spaces for Eriksonôs notion of 

moratorium, i.e. constant experimentation and reflection that allows individuals to explore new 

identities and learn about themselves. 

How is it that digital games naturally afford powerful identity play, self-exploration, and 

opportunities for empathy (Bers, 2001; Gee, 2005)?  As Yee (2007) puts it, ñBeing in somebody 

elseôs body changes the way you see the world.ò  Games allow players to step into the shoes of a 

different person, and to see the world from a new perspective (Gee, 2005).  For a few minutes or 

several hours, games can transform a player into a three-inch tall cleaning robot attempting to 

save a coupleôs marriage (such as in the Nintendo Gamecube game Chibi-Robo), a soldier in the 

military relying on teamwork (US Armyôs recruitment-based game, Americaôs Army), a child 

living in poverty in Haiti trying to get an education (Global Kidsô Ayiti: The Cost of Life), a 

diplomat trying to navigate the conflict in Middle East (Peacemaker); or simply an Italian 

plumber trying to gather coins and rescue a princess (Nintendoôs Super Mario Brothers platform 

game).  These kinds of experiences, depending on the designerôs values and if leveraged 
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effectively, can lead to a vast array of possibilities, including increased empathy, recruiting new 

skills and behavior, and increased transfer back into the real world (offline).   

Still, despite rapidly growing interest from researchers, non-profit organizations, and 

practitioners alike in this relatively nascent technology, not much research yet exists on how to 

effectively use this form of technology to support identity development or raise awareness about 

social issues.  Digital games for education or persuasion are still generally at the prototype level 

without many studies documenting the effectiveness of the games, especially in terms of fostering 

positive social or personal change (Thomson, 2006).  

Game-Based Studies Related to Identity Support or Attitudinal/Behavioral Change 

Various studies have considered how to support identity or positive attitudinal and 

behavioral changes.  Rather than provide a comprehensive review, I will focus on specific studies 

that are particularly relevant for game-based approaches to supporting identity development. 

Nasir (2002) describes how alignment with identity can make the difference between an 

activity students willingly undertake and learn for (such as learning mathematics in order to play 

dominoes or in order to keep complex basketball statistics) and an activity students may reject or 

"fail" at (such as learning mathematics in order to pass tests in school).  In studies that explore 

what Nasir terms practice-linked identity, African-American middle school students initially see 

themselves as basketball players with little connection to mathematics, but after using fantasy 

basketball statistics and calculations, soon begin to willingly learn math and see math as being a 

more relevant part of their lives. 

Bers (2001) explored how virtual environments can support young people in the 

exploration of personal and moral values in environments that she called Identity Construction 

Environments.  She describes a group of teenagersô and their designs within virtual city named 
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Zora.  Students populated the virtual city with objects and characters representing aspects of 

themselves and their values.  This work was an attempt to consider how technology can have an 

impact on character and moral education, and in turn, identity development as adolescents reflect 

and express themselves by producing digital artifacts. 

Baylor & Plant (2005) investigated how allowing students to receive positive messages 

from avatar-based pedagogical agents could increase femalesô interest in engineering.  They 

found that women reported more positive math and science related beliefs compared to their 

attitudes at the beginning of the semester, and compared to a group of women who did not 

interact with an agent.   Some researchers (e.g. Atkinson, 2002; Moreno et al., 2001) suggest that 

avatars support the transfer of learning, but not many studies have considered how attitudinal 

beliefs related to fields such as science or math can be influenced by interactions and experiences 

in virtual worlds.   

Shaffer (2005) described Epistemic Games, in which students are given a set of 

experiences that simulate aspects of a professional practice (e.g. using simplified tools for urban 

planning).  Data collected in pre- and post-interviews show that in playing these game-like 

experiences, students began to develop ways of thinking and doing characteristic of urban 

planners.  While the work remains in pilot stages, this work suggests identity play using game 

mechanics can help young people think in terms of new possible selves (Lee & Hoadley, 2007; 

Lee & Hoadley, 2006). 

Game designers hold a lot of power over the kinds of possible identity presentations 

available in a game or virtual environment.  Many virtual worlds, for example, do not allow for 

the possibility to play an African-American or Asian-American character, or else the choices are 

very limited.  Game designersô decisions affect (constrain) possible presentations of self 

(McDonough, 1999). 
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Yee (2007), in a set of studies called the Proteus Effect studies, explored how 

characteristics of an avatar in a virtual environment (e.g. perceived attractiveness of the avatar) 

affects behavior, both within the virtual environment and offline afterwards.  Specifically, he set 

out to determine if users tend to conform to expected behaviors of their avatar.  In the first study, 

Yee found that participants in attractive avatars walked closer to and disclosed more information 

to a stranger than participants in unattractive avatars. In a second study, he found that those who 

controlled taller avatars negotiated more aggressively in a bargaining task than participants in 

shorter avatars. In a third, he demonstrated that the Proteus Effect occurs in an actual online 

community. And in a fourth study, he found that the Proteus Effect persists outside of the virtual 

environment: placing a participant in a taller avatar changes how they consequently negotiate in a 

face-to-face setting. 

Pilot Studies and Relevant Prior Work 

Over the last four years, I have explored identity play and empowerment within various 

pilot studies and also as part of four classes that I have taught.  The insights I gained from these 

studies were very important in that they have helped shape my understanding of the potential of 

identity play in serious games to address real world issues. I will briefly highlight what happened 

and the takeaways that can be drawn from each study.  

In 2005, I taught a five-week, 45 hour residential summer enrichment course for 14 high 

school students in which I provided first-hand learning experiences using avatar-based identity 

play in two multi-user virtual environment (MUVE) platforms: Linden Labsô Second Life and 

Makena Technologiesô There.  Students created and enacted various avatars to explore issues of 

identity construction, discrimination, stereotype formation, and cultural sensitivity (Figure 2-1). 

The students reported using the tool to explore and to equalize cultural and demographic 
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differences. They showed significant improvement on a measure of sensitivity towards an 

understanding of diversity, and evidence suggests they were able to develop a more sophisticated, 

less essentialist model of diversity (Lee & Hoadley, 2006).  One major takeaway from this study, 

therefore, was that using avatars to adopt the perspective of another ethnicity or gender can be a 

powerful learning experience that impacts the perceptions of people in relation to cultural 

stereotypes. 

 

 

Figure 2-1 Identity play and learning about diversity within a virtual world platform. 

 

I taught a twenty-hour course consisting of a cross-cultural collaboration with eight high 

school girls in the United States and ten girls in Jamshedpur, India in summer 2007 (see Figure 2-

2 below).  Each student in both parts of the world was given a digital camera and personal weblog 

space for reflection, and each was asked to capture her views on the role of technology in oneôs 

daily life and in society at large.  Each student shared thoughts and reflections on her own career 
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trajectory, and role of technology in relation to her own culture, and so on.  Students in America 

and India enjoyed interacting together, sharing career trajectories, and differences in cultures.  A 

takeaway I drew from this study is that it allowed students to compare and contrast different 

societal expectations, and therefore more fully explore their own possible selves (e.g. the role of 

technology and its relevance to oneôs future career). 

 

 

Figure 2-2 A cross-cultural course that investigated possible selves and how gender relates to IT 

careers. 

 

During fall 2007, I ran a study using the Second Life platform involving math stereotypes, 

avatar construction, and self-reflection (Lee, Gaydos, & Hoadley, 2008).  38 students were asked 

to complete short math exams and create two avatars ï a realistic avatar of themselves and also an 

avatar of a hypothetical math expert.  The study investigated studentsô stereotypes of successful 

math identities and probed student self-identification with the math domain (e.g., how closely 

students aligned their own self-concept with those good at math).  This study also yielded 

interesting findings.  For instance, while most participants created hypothetical math avatars that 

were consistent to perceived stereotypes of mathematicians, some participants (e.g., Figure 2-3 

below) created math identities that were ethnic and gender congruous identities of themselves 
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(e.g. a female African-American information sciences and technology student who created an 

avatar that resembled an older version of herself) ï evidently linking to possible selves (Markus 

& Nurius, 1986).  In addition, some participants expressed frustration when mismatches between 

ethnic stereotypes and self-concept existed.  For instance, one male Asian-American student 

expressed annoyance and shame that he was a ñfailure to his own raceò; he hated math and that he 

was bad at it, but most of his friends believed he was good at it simply because he was Asian.  To 

summarize the key takeaway from this study, this demonstrated that creating and enacting various 

identities in virtual environments has the potential to reveal both (1) possible selves and (2) 

specific realizations about oneself related to stereotypes and subjects like math. 

 

  

Figure 2-3 Example of a student creating ethnic and gender congruous identities of success. 

 

More recently, in summer 2008, I taught a two week computer game design course for 16 

high school students. After covering various topics including values in games, designer meta-

goals, Serious Games movement, narrative, and basic game design skills, the students designed 

and developed ñGames for Goodò ï essentially serious games for change or social impact 

computer games. They chose to design and create games that incorporated themes including peer 

pressure, cigarette smoking, teen pregnancy, obesity, and making wise choices.  Upon designing 

and playing these games, the students showed significant gains on the belief that ñgames can 

change society for the better.ò  The takeaway I drew from this class was that students felt they 
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benefited from social impact-based digital games, and that they also felt empowered to benefit 

others through this kind of technology. 

Towards the Right Kind of Game Design for Identity Support 

Based upon the above, it seems like a natural fit to leverage the identity-recruiting 

properties of digital games to address the needs highlighted in both the first chapter and the 

review of literature.  Digital games are engaging, interactive and fun, an important factor when 

trying to reach a young audience that is increasingly growing accustomed to being both 

consumers and producers of digital culture.  Asian-Americans, compared to other ethnic groups, 

are one of the most connected groups in the country; that is, they use the Internet and online 

technologies more often and for a longer duration than all other ethnic groups (Pew Internet, 

2001), and so they will likely be relatively comfortable with these kinds of games.  In order to 

understand the significance and potential constructive uses of digital games for shaping identity, I 

will now provide an overview of Serious Games, a category of digital games that have been of 

keen interest to educators and academics in recent years.  I will then lay down the groundwork for 

a specific kind of game design to address identity support. 

An Overview of Serious Games 

The definition of a game (in general) is subject to much debate, and is outside the scope 

of this paper.  For the purposes of this paper, I will adopt Clark Abtôs (2002) simple definition 

that games are ña particular way of looking at something, anything.ò  Instead of considering 

games in general, I will focus on Serious Games, a particular form of digital game with distinct 

characteristics and goals beyond mere entertainment.  The following will provide a brief 
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overview of Serious Games.  I will describe a basic definition and then proceed to highlight a 

simple taxonomy. 

Serious Games 

Serious Games, in recent years, have gained critical mass as a movement.  In 2002, the 

Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars in Washington D.C. launched a "Serious 

Games Initiative" to encourage the development of games that address policy and management 

issues. Shortly thereafter, more focused sub-groups emerged, including Games for Change which 

focuses on social issues and social change, and Games for Health which addresses applications in 

health care.  Outside of the government, there is substantial interest in games for education, 

professional training, healthcare, advertising and public policy. 

There is no one universally accepted definition for Serious Games, as they have been 

defined in many different ways.  Clark Abt (2002) offers one definition for games that have goals 

beyond mere entertainment:  Games with ñan explicit and carefully thought-out educational 

purpose and are not intended to be played primarily for amusementò (p. 9). While he was 

referring to non-digital games such as board games and role-play for use in contexts like industry, 

science, and education, his definition still holds up well for digital games.  Serious Games is now 

most commonly used as an umbrella term for a wide variety of technology-based games and 

simulations used for training, advertising, simulation, conflict-resolution, or education.  

Commonly used and related terms to describe Serious Games include: 

Digital Game-Based Learning, Educational Games, Edutainment, Games for 

Change, Immersive Learning Simulations, Persuasive Games, Simulation, 

Synthetic Learning Environments, Social Impact Games, Virtual Reality.  

These terms are often used interchangeably, although many would argue that each of 

these terms have varying foci and distinctive features. Regardless of the term or working 
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definition one prefers to use, one point is clear: many stakeholder groups are excited about the 

potential of Serious Games to deliver powerful educational or social benefits to those who play. 

Serious Games often contain features that are useful for experiential learning, persuasion, 

and conveying important messages that can elicit behavioral or attitudinal change (Bogost, 2007).  

Serious Games proponents argue that games can be more than just mindless fun; they can be an 

engaging medium that can encouraging new ways of thinking and understanding (Thomson, 

2006; Gee, 2005).  Indeed, games are often very good at helping people think about and 

understand complex solutions and problems.  Serious Games also feature intrinsic mechanisms 

allowing for feedback, reflection, active learning, and agency ï they force one to evaluate 

evidence, make choices, and see what happens as a result (Gee, 2005).  Furthermore, Serious 

Games contain a persuasive element that is typically missing from movies, books, and other non-

interactive printed material:  they present a persuasive argument or message to challenge 

assumptions and oneôs current thinking (Bogost, 2007) and allow the player become a different 

person, and experience the world from this new perspective via role-play and identity play (Gee, 

2005).  

Game Designs and Patterns 

 What kinds of game design and engineering patterns are promising to afford the intended 

outcomes for identity support and development?  To generate an effective design that takes 

advantage of what we know about the features of existing Serious Games, one needs to begin by 

looking at general game design and engineering patterns.  Serious Games are very frequently 

based on these patterns, which I will summarize below.  It should be noted that the boundaries 

between game genres are becoming increasingly fuzzy (e.g., many games cannot be easily 

classified as action or adventure, as they are more of an action-adventure hybrid), and that 
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innovative new games often invent new genres.  Based upon Sawyer and Smithôs (2008) partial 

taxonomy, the following is a working taxonomy in alphabetical order: 

 

¶ Action Games.  Action games can take a wide variety of forms, ranging from 

dance/rhythm type games (e.g. DDR, Rock Band, Wii Music, the Guitar Hero series, 

etc.), first person shooter (FPS) games (e.g. Americaôs Army, Counterstrike, Half-

Life 2, etc.), side-scrolling platformers (e.g. Super Mario Bros., Sonic the Hedgehog), 

fighting games, shoot-em-ups, or fast paced, party or mini-games (e.g. Mario Party 8 

on the Nintendo Wii).  They generally require players to make use of quick reflexes 

and good timing to overcome obstacles or defeat challenges. 

 

 

¶ Adventure Games.   Adventure Games, starting with the text-based Colossal Cave 

Adventure in 1972, are generally games involving strong narratives, exploration, 

searching for clues, and collecting inventory items in order to solve puzzles or 

advance the plot in a storyline.  They are sometimes point-and-click graphical games, 

such as Kingôs Quest (1983), a highly influential game by Sierra.  Other games in this 

genre include Myst (1993), Zork (1977), and Phoenix Wright: Ace Attorney (2005). 

 

¶ Alternate Reality Games (ARGs).  ARGs are games that blend ñreal-life treasure 

hunting, interactive storytelling, video games and online community.ò  These games 

typically consist of a blending of real-world activities and clues (e.g. newspaper 

advertisements), dramatic storylines, and a series of codes and puzzles on Web sites.  

These games, which are usually free, often have a specific goal of not only involving 

the player with the story and/or fictional characters but of connecting them to the real 
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world and to each other. Many game puzzles can be solved only by the collaborative 

efforts of multiple players, sometimes requiring one or more players to get up from 

their computers to go outside to find clues or other planted assets in the real world.  

Examples of ARG include The Beast, and I Love Bees. 

 

¶ Augmented Reality Games (also uses the acronym ARGs).  Augmented Reality 

Games are generally defined as games that combine real world experiences with 

additional information supplied to them by technology such as handheld computers, 

cell phones, and PDAs.   Some scholars have used this technology to promote 

scientific inquiry skills using location-aware mobile devices and role-playing 

strategies (e.g. Education Arcadeôs Environmental Detective).  Other forms of 

Augmented Reality Games exist.  Augmented Card Games, for instance, are a blend 

of board games and interactive video games (e.g. the Eye of Judgment on the 

Playstation 3 console) 

 

¶ Competitive Fandom.  Users can join leagues that involve ñdraftingò real-life 

athletes, celebrities, or other kinds of people and compete to earn points based upon 

their real-life performance.  Competitive Fandom Games are available in a wide 

variety of genres, including more traditionally common sports such as football or 

baseball, as well as more niche areas (e.g. Fantasy Congress, based upon the actions 

of real-life Republicans and Democrats, and Fantasy Survivor, based on a popular 

TV show). 

 

¶ Crowdsourcing Games.  Crowdsourcing can be defined as the act of taking a 

typically expensive job traditionally done by an agent and outsourcing it to  a large 
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group of people.  Developers have packaged tasks in the form of an online game, 

such as Googleôs Image Labeler Game and CMUôs ESP Game for tagging the Web. 

 

¶ Geo-location Games.  Geo-location Games (including the act of going on hidden 

treasure hunts commonly known as Geocaching) typically involve a GPS device and 

finding clues, information, and artifacts based on predefined coordinates.  Examples 

include Backseat Playground, a game that tracks the location of a car and challenges 

the user to solve various puzzles and mysteries. 

 

¶ Interactive Fiction Systems.  Interactive Fiction takes on various forms, but its 

defining characteristic is that it is story-centric.  Dating and anime-based adventure 

games fall into this category. 

 

¶ MUDs/MOOs. Multi -User Dungeons (MUDs) or Mud Object Oriented (MOO) are 

traditionally text-based virtual reality spaces based off an adventure or Dungeons and 

Dragons theme.  Players create avatars, collect items, and interact with non-player 

characters (NPCs) and each other.  MUDs and MOOs paved the way for much more 

graphically intensive persistent worlds such as Massively Multiplayer Online 

Roleplaying Games (MMORPGs). 

 

¶ Passively Multiplayer Online Games (PMOGs).   Passively Multiplayer Online 

Games are social meta-games that create new game layers in ordinary spaces of 

Internet use.  For example, Justin Hall created a game that gathers information about 

playersô web browsing habits and the websites they frequently visit. Each person 

automatically develops a profile, and the player earns "experience" points and can 
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ñlevel upò their character simply by surfing the web.  Players can create or 

accomplish user-created ñquestsò by visiting sites linked by a common theme. Other 

players can even leave behind unique PMOG items (e.g. mines or treasures) that 

other players can discover during their web surfing. 

 

¶ Play-by-Mail Games (PBM games).  Play-by-Mail (PBM) games are turn-based 

games conducted over postal or electronic mail.  These games are especially suited to 

those in isolated areas, those with uncommon gaming tastes, or geographically 

separated participants.  Games played include Diplomacy, Chess, Axis and Allies, and 

several others. 

 

¶ Simulation Games.  Simulation Games are games that imitate some aspects of real-

life situations or processes.  Simulation Games come in many forms, including flight 

sims, construction and management simulations, business simulation games, urban 

planning simulations (e.g. SimCity), God-games (e.g. SimEarth, Black & White, 

SimEarth, Spore, etc.), urban planning games, government simulation games, life 

simulation games, life simulation games, pet simulation games (e.g. Nintendogs, 

Dogz, etc.), and social simulations (e.g. The Sims). 

 

¶ Social MMO Environments.   These systems typically house thousands of players 

in a persistent, immersive 3D world.  Avatars (digital representations of users) are 

usually customizable and users can collect, earn, or exchange virtual currency and 

goods.  The objectives are often open ended (i.e. there may not be required tasks to 

accomplish), as community and social interaction are the focus.  As a result, 

multiplayer mini-games and community events are common.  These environments 
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often target specific demographics, such as teens (There, Teen Second Life) or kids 

(e.g. Barbie Girls World, Club Penguin, Neopets, Whyville) 

 

¶ Strategy/Puzzle Games.  These games often involve solving puzzles or are designed 

to improve cognitive skills (e.g. Brain Age 2 on Nintendo DS).   

 

Each of the above game design patterns have unique strengths and weaknesses and are 

good at accomplishing distinct outcomes, depending on a game designerôs goals. I believe that 

elements of an open-ended action/adventure game pattern combined with the avatar 

customization features (such as those found in MMO environments) may be the best choice for a 

game design that intends to provide opportunities for identity exploration, support, and learning 

about the self.  In addition, some aspects of simulation games (especially social simulations) can 

be adopted to help increase the relevance of the gameôs ideas and message.  These features would 

allow the player to construct simple avatars and narratives based on oneôs own identity, and also 

allow the player to reflect upon and explore possible selves while learning content.  I will now 

discuss three basic categories of Serious Games that will inform my design: advergaming, 

edutainment, and social impact games. 

Examples of Serious Games for Persuasion 

Serious Games tend to inform, persuade, or educate players about various subject matter 

or social issues.  Alvarez & Rampnoux (2007) attempted to classify Serious Games in five main 

categories: Advergaming, Edutainment, Edumarket, Diverted game and Simulation game. Smith 

& Saywer (2008) also presented a taxonomy of Serious Games, though this was limited in scope.  
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For the purposes of this paper, I will highlight three categories of Serious Games and illustrate the 

unique characteristics and strategies of each category by highlighting examples of each:  

 

1. Advergaming 

An advergame can be described as a downloadable or Web-based game created mainly 

for the purpose of enabling product placements.  Advertisers use entertainment (in the form of 

games) as a means but not as an end; they wish to ñpromote their brands and products, and 

because of this, see games as a tool for persuasionò (Frasca, p. 225).  Examples of this include the 

pop-up minigames such as Sink the Putt by Orbitz.com, a simple miniature golf game designed to 

help promote Orbitzô travel service products. 

 

 

Figure 2-4 An example of an advergame: A mini-golf game for Orbitz flight services. 

 

Other variations include anti-advergames, a game created to ñcensure or disparage a 

company rather than support itò (Bogost, 2007, p. 29).  In the McDonaldôs Game, created by 

Italian social critic Molleindustria, the player manages multiple aspects of the McDonalds 

enterprise, including the restaurant where food products are sold, the corporate pasture where 
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cattle are raised with profit in mind, and the corporate offices, where business decisions are made.  

The game requires that players weigh tradeoffs and make both difficult business and moral 

choices (Bogost, 2007).  Players can resort to questionable business practices such as the use of 

growth hormones, destroying indigenous villages, bribery, and covering up health risks in order 

to maximize profits. 

 

Figure 2-5 The McDonaldôs Game: an anti-advergame based on food politics. 

 

2. Edutainment: Serious Games for Education and Training 

 Serious Games for Education (sometimes called Edutainment, for digital games that are a 

combination of education and entertainment) can be traced back to the 1970s or earlier.  

Edutainment comes in many different forms and various game genres.  Early commercial 

successes include Oregon Trail (1971), designed to teach children about pioneer life in the 1840s, 

and Broderbund Software Inc.ôs Carmen Sandiego series (1985-1998), games in which users 

must find clues and research historical information to successfully solve a series of detective-style 

missions. 



54 

 

 More recent examples of edutainment include the coordinate and vector math-based 

game Dimenxian, simple arithmetic mini-games in the party game Big Brain Academy for the 

Nintendo Wii console, and American History: Revolution designed by MIT Education Arcade.  In 

American History: Revolution, the player is immersed in a setting that takes place in the years 

surrounding the American Revolution War period.  The player learns history as he or she takes on 

roles within the game (e.g. farmer, slave, politician or merchant).   Other examples include 

simulation games such as IndustryPlayer, a business simulation based on real world data, or 

Peacemaker, a simulation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict designed to promote "dialog and 

understanding among Israelis, Palestinians and interested people around the world" (PeaceMaker, 

2008). 

 Many scholars (e.g. Gee, 2005; Prensky, 2005, Squire, 2004) have touted the potential of 

games for learning both educational content (e.g. facts related to historical events) and process 

(e.g. scientific inquiry).  Importantly, games are also powerful as elicitors of emotional reactions 

and influencing the affective dimension which can promote future learning (Squire, 2004) or new 

identities for learning (Gee, 2005).   

 

3. Social Impact / Social Issue Games 

Games as Political or Social Commentary.  Some games are designed as intentionally 

unwinnable in order to make a persuasive or political statement.  These games raise issues using 

the distinct properties of games to engage people from a fresh perspective.  As an example, 

consider Newsgaming.comôs September 12 Game (playable online at: 

http://www.newsgaming.com/games/index12.htm).  September 12 is self-described as a simple 

ñtoy worldò consisting of a village of civilians and terrorists.  September 12ôs introduction screen 

reads as follows: 
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ñThis is not a game.  You canôt win and you canôt lose.  This is a simulationé 

The rules are deadly simple.  You can shoot.  Or not.  This is simple model you 

can use to explore some aspects of the war on terror.ò  (September 12 Game). 

 

Clicking the mouse on a target launches a missile.  As a terrorist is killed, a number of 

citizens grief over the deceased terrorist, and then several grievers become new terrorists as a 

result.  As the player continues to launch missiles, this process continues indefinitely, presumably 

making a political statement on policies related to the war on terror. 

 

 

 

Figure 2-6 NewsGaming.comôs political commentary game, September 12. 
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Games to spread awareness about domestic and global problems.  Similarly, some games 

have the goal of spreading awareness about global problems or to challenge the playerôs 

assumptions on particular issues like poverty.  In Ayiti: the Cost of Life, a game developed by 

Gamelab and the nonprofit organizations UNICEF and Global Kids, players manage a Haitian 

family of five, facing challenges related to poverty, education, and health (game playable at: 

http://ayiti.newzcrew.org/ayitiunicef/).  Players must weigh tradeoffs and choose to go to work or 

try to get an education while overcoming disease, unpredictable events, and financial debt.  The 

object of the game is to try to get the family as healthy, happy, and educated as possible.  While a 

very difficult game, the game does offer a hint of optimism.  

 

 

Figure 2-7 Ayiti: The Cost of Life (left) and Darfur is Dying (right). 

 

A somewhat less optimistic game with the goal of spreading awareness of humanitarian 

challenges and recruiting involvement is Darfur is Dying, by mtvU (playable free at 

http://www.darfurisdying.com).  This Flash-based game simulates life in a Darfurian refugee 

camp, faced with the dire challenges of avoiding disease and attack from Janjaweed militants. 

The game was intended to provide players with ña window into the refugee experience ï offering 

a faint glimpse of what itôs like for the more than 2.5 million who have been internally displaced 
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by the crisis in Sudanò (Darfur is Dying, 2008).  This game, along with many other social issue 

games as a way to encourage players to think about these issues or to get people to take action 

(e.g. to contribute financially toward a cause). 

Other examples include the United Nationsô Game Food Force, a game about hunger in 

Myanmar.  The UNôs World Food Program designed this game that features game elements 

including food airdrops over crisis zones and trucks delivering emergency food supplies 

struggling up difficult roads.  

 

Persuasive Games.  These games are intended to convince players of a point or influence 

players to take action through gameplay.   Persuasive Games are specifically designed as 

ñrhetorical toolsò to ñnot only deliver messages, but also simulate experiences.ò (Persuasive 

Games, 2008).  Examples of these games include Fatworld (downloadable at 

http://www.fatworld.org/) which allows players to explore the relationships between obesity, 

nutrition, and socioeconomics in the United States.  Players create and enact a characterôs dietary 

and exercise habits and balance these actions with other kinds of decisions (e.g. how to run a 

restaurant business profitably), all of which lead to varying consequences.   
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Figure 2-8 Fatworld (http://www.fatworld.org), a Persuasive Game on obesity in America. 

 

Another example is the PosOrNot Game (http://www.posornot.com).  In this simple web-

based game that poses the question ñThink you can tell if I have HIV?ò  players read the 

biographical profile of a person and chooses whether or not they think the person has HIV/AIDS.  

The purpose of the game is to challenge oneôs existing assumptions about those who have 

HIV/AIDS. 

  

 

Figure 2-9 PosOrNot: A game that challenges assumptions about those with HIV/AIDS. 

 

Based upon these examples and Serious Game design patterns that I highlighted in the 

preceding section, I believe that a hybrid of social issue/persuasive game and edutainment can 

yield positive outcomes for increasing awareness of the issues highlighted in Chapter One and 

also for supporting identity.  The following chapter will introduce Identity Supportive Games as 

http://www.posornot.com/
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vehicle for theoretical advancement and a specific form of Serious Game that my dissertation 

study will test. 

 

 



 

 

Chapter 3 

 

Methodology 

Identity Supportive Games: Towards a Design for Positive  

Identity Support and Social Change 

Based on my review of the literature coupled with my pilot studies and recent work in 

this area, I have found using identity play in games and virtual environments to be a promising 

approach for exploring studentsô conceptions of self and goals.  There is a need for more 

descriptive and design-oriented work to understand how Serious Games can potentially support 

new possible selves and overcome stereotypes.  I believe that if I certain form of identity play in 

Serious Games is done right, several positive outcomes could happen, which I will highlight 

below. 

I define Identity Supportive Games (ISGs) as a new class of Serious Games that 

specifically address self-concept, identity formation and development.  ISGs have the following 

defining characteristics: 

An ISG is a game that is specifically designed toé 

 

¶ Provide support for identity formation and development towards identity-achievement 

(past a moratorium or exploration period towards wholeness and a secure identity 

(Phinney, 1993; Marcia, 1966, 1980) 

¶ Allow people to reflect upon (and express) their own self-concept and goals 

¶ Allow people to try on new identities/refine their existing identity via fluid, malleable 

identity play (Turkle, 1995) 
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¶ Allow people to challenge assumptions and confront forces and pressures that cause 

unwanted behavior (e.g. limiting, damaging stereotypes) 

¶ Help people be more secure in their self-concept and goals (e.g., increase positive 

perception of their self-concept and goals) 

¶ Broaden possibilities of a person can potentially do or accomplish in the future 

 

If an ISG is done well, I hypothesize that the following will happen: (1) self-

empowerment and growth, and (2) new understandings and new ways of thinking. 

1. Self-Empowerment and Growth  

¶ Increased understanding, refinement, and acceptance of oneôs identity.  The player will 

reflect upon and refine his or her own identity and the important components of his or her 

ego identity (Erikson, 1950; 1968), as these games stimulate thought and reflection.  

Understanding oneôs identity is important for a person to confidently utilize perceived 

gifts and talents and the unique skills that he or she possesses. Ultimately, the person has 

a positive self-concept and feels good about who he or she is.  Gee (2005) observes that 

the real power of games ñis in the ways in which they can allow people to reflect on their 

own identities, fantasies, and hopes in the world. Such reflection is absolutely crucial in a 

world where identity work and identity transformation is crucial for success, even for 

survivalò (p. 114).    

¶ Increased sense of personal agency and control. The player will reflect upon and 

renegotiate his or her own hopes, fears, and goals in the real world.    Games naturally 

allow players to ñexplore, think laterally, and rethink goalsò (Gee, 2003).  The best games 

allow for open ended goals and ñthe marriage of personal goals and óin gameô goalsò 
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(Gee, p. 19).  They provide players with a space to develop a greater sense of control, 

meaningfulness, expertise, and agency (Gee, 2005).  This affects self-efficacy beliefs 

(Bandura, 1977) and is then brought from the game and back into the world.   Games 

allow users to feel a sense of ñcontrol, meaningfulness, and even expertise in the face of 

risk and uncertaintyéthey can empower the soul to find agency and meaning in other 

aspects of life (Gee, 2005, p. 4).  Games can provide players with ñpleasures [that] are 

connected to control, agency, and meaningfulnessò (Gee, 2005, p.3). 

¶ Rejection of limiting forces that constrain selves.  The player, by considering alternate 

possible selves, will resist being forced into behavior or patterns of thinking that are 

damaging, limiting, or constraining.  

¶ New, positive possible selves.  In turn, players may broaden what is possible and 

achievable, including some new career paths. 

2. New Understandings and New Ways of Thinking 

¶ Empathy and Affective outcomes.  The experiential nature of digital games combined 

with the emotional investment of identity play offer an opportunity to impact the 

empathetic and affective dimensions powerfully.  Identity Supportive Games can provide 

alternate perspectives, which can in turn increase oneôs empathy toward a group.  For 

example, those who are not Asian-American can walk a mile in an Asian-American 

personôs shoes by experiencing the consequences of ethnic stereotypes firsthand.  These 

kinds of games can raise awareness about important issues or persuade them to take a 

particular stance on various issues. 

¶ New perspective taking and changed ways of seeing the world.  Similarly, the role-play 

inherent to games is useful for allowing players to take on new perspectives.  This is a 
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natural opportunity for people to change their values and ways of thinking, and open up 

new learning trajectories for the future (Shaffer, 2005). 

¶ Fewer misconceptions and naïve understandings.  Misunderstandings and naïve views 

can be clarified.  Players may develop a heightened sense of cultural sensitivity as a result 

of these experiences. 

¶ Good learning will take place (knowledge-based outcomes).  As games feature active 

learning, they are a useful context for firsthand experiential learning (Prensky, 2003; Gee, 

2003).  People will learn about important issues related to the rhetoric or subject matter 

within the game (Bogost, 2007).  Takes advantage of features of games that are good for 

learning: immediate feedback, safe environment for experimentation, proper amount of 

scaffolding, active learning (constructivist approach), high emotional investment, 

ñembodied empathy for a complex systemò (Gee, 2003), action-and-goal-directed 

simulations of embodied experience (Gee, 2003). 

 

I designed and implemented two game prototypes to provide an experience to challenge 

assumptions and increase awareness of the Asian-American experience, including the effects of, 

and facts related to, various stereotypes.  At the same time, the game allows for identity play and 

reflection.  The research questions for my dissertation study are as follows:   

 

Overarching research question: In what ways do Identity Supportive Games shift and 

support identity (conceptions of self)? 

 

RQ2. How do ISGs influence learning of facts related to Asian culture and stereotypes? 

RQ3. What are participantsô stereotypes of Asian culture (explicit and implicit)? 

RQ4. How do these games change opinions/perceptions of Asian culture and stereotypes? 
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RQ5. How is self-identity defined by the participants, especially perceptions in relation to 

stereotypes? 

RQ6. Do ISGs impact Asians, Asian Americans, and Non-Asians in different ways? 

RQ7. What are design principles for Identity Supportive Games? 

Design Based Research (DBR) Methodology 

I adopt a Design-Based Research (DBR) approach to answering the aforementioned 

research questions.  DBR offers a set of analytical techniques that balances the positivist and 

interpretivist paradigms, and in so doing, attempts to bridge theory and practice in education 

(DBRC, 2003; Barab & Squire, 2004).  DBR is sometimes described as ñunderstanding the world 

by trying to change itò (C. Hoadley, personal communication, March 2007). A blend of empirical 

educational research with the theory-driven design of learning environments, DBR is important 

for ñunderstanding how, when, and why educational innovations work in practiceò (DBRC, 2003, 

p.5)  DBR methods aim to uncover the relationships between theory, designed artefact, and 

practice, with the intertwined goals of (1) designing learning environments and (2) developing 

theories of learning.  It accomplishes research and development through continuous cycles of 

design, enactment, analysis, and redesign (DBRC, 2003). 

Using DBR methodology, researchers are to systemically adjust various aspects of the 

designed context so that each adjustment serves as a type of experimentation that allows the 

researchers to test and generate theory in naturalistic contexts, leading to more robust theory, 

practices, and designs (Barab, 2004).    
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Characteristics of a DBR approach 

DBR features a combination of characteristics that make it unique: it is pragmatic, 

contextual, flexible, theory-driven, generative, interventionist, iterative, and process-focused 

(DBRC, 2003).  It is pragmatic in that it follows a line of inquiry in which theories are more 

judged by usefulness and their ability to do work in the world, rather than to their claims to truth 

(Barab & Squire, 2004).  It is contextual in that the researcher does not attempt to minimize the 

role of context and all potentially confounding variables; instead, context is embraced and the 

goal is to generate ñflexibly adaptive theories that remain useful even when applied to new local 

contexts.ò (Barab & Squire, 2004, p. 11).  DBR is theory-driven in that ñinterventions embody 

specific theoretical claims about learningò (DBRC, 2003) and generative in that the goal is to 

produce more robust theories of learning (Barab, 2004).  DBR is necessarily interventionist in 

that the researcher plays a hands-on role in shaping the intervention as he or she observes and 

determines what is working and what is not.  Finally, DBR is iterative and process-focused, as it 

involves multiple cycles of ongoing design, redesign, and evaluation. 

Why DBR?  Scientific Contribution of this Work Using DBR 

In this situation, a DBR approach makes the most sense for several reasons.  As Squire 

(2005) explains, many scholars turn to DBR because they want to ñstudy a phenomena that does 

not yet existò (p. 9).  In order to investigate the plausibility of a new form of technology such as 

Identity Supportive Games, we need to understand the pedagogical potentials of the medium, the 

specific factors that make them effective among different populations, and what processes are 

taking place.  Even if desired results are not attained, the process of iteratively casting a wide net 

and flexibly employing relevant methodologies at different stages of research will yield 
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theoretical and practical insights for others attempting similar research, as well as a well-designed 

artifact that in itself is a contribution.  DBRôs ability to capture and tell a complete story of the 

process of iteratively designing, testing, understanding is especially important for providing 

valuable nuggets of truth, lessons learned, and design principles for new innovations that have not 

been attempted before.  DBR is the most flexible approach in accomplishing this, as it ñprovides 

useful models for taking innovations from initial conception to implementationò (Squire, 2005, p. 

10). 

DBR is valuable in that it addresses some of the most severe criticisms of educational 

technology research: poor connections to existing research or theory, findings that fail to inform 

practice, etc. (Squire, 2005).  As Squire (2005) points out, learning is messy, complex, and 

inherently contextual as it takes place in the real world, with an enormous set of interacting 

variables present in any typical situation: race, gender, class, socio-economic status, prior 

knowledge, self-efficacy toward a technology, self-efficacy in a subject area, leaning styles, etc.  

A DBR approach is unique in that it attempts to ñbuild educational innovations and theories that, 

rather than minimizing, account for how and when these factors overlapò (Squire, 2005, p. 9).  

Squire (2005) explains how allowing these factors to exist actually allows researchers and 

practitioners to capture the most important parts of the story that is afforded by a DBR approach: 

ñIn this case, simply measuring for a few variables and ironing out all extraneous 

variables would miss some of the most important parts of the story, from the 

perspective of generating better instructional programs and theory.   What 

design-based researchers try to do is enter an instructional situation, with all of its 

complexity, and experiment until they have "working" prototypes and more 

robust theory (Cobb et al., 2001). From this perspective, we can think of every 

little researcher action as an experiment-changing the environment and observing 

the consequences. The good researcher makes these changes in a way that is 

informed by theory and will hopefully yield better theoretical insights.ò (p. 13) 
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DBR is only one of many approaches to research, and like all methods it has its share of 

limitations.  However, for the purposes of this dissertation study, it is especially useful in 

unpacking the impact and utility of ISGs. 

Study Design 

The overall purpose of this dissertation study is to obtain a broad, generative picture of 

the role ISGs can play in terms of identity support, reflection, and learning.  As such, it is 

exploratory in nature, and also includes much descriptive work of what participants believe about 

ethnic stereotypes, how they view themselves in relation to ethnic stereotypes, and how they 

define their own selfïidentities.  As a design-based study, it contributes an important first step of 

investigating how games can help participants learn (about cultures and about selves) and also 

offer a window into how technology may help participants move closer towards identity 

achievement, a complex multistep process.   

I adopted a mixed-methods approach in order to triangulate my findings and to be able to 

capture and share a richer story of what occurred during the design and evaluation process of the 

Identity Supportive Games.  This study was broken into two phases: (1) a requirements-gathering 

phase to help with the brainstorming and initial design of the games, and (2) a play-test and data-

gathering phase.  For the first phase, I used a survey, focus group session, paper prototyping 

techniques, and a campus-wide sticker poster activity to determine the ideal requirements and 

features of my game design.  For the second phase, I employed three main data collection 

strategies: (1) a Pre-Post design; (2) thinkalouds, real-time feedback, and server-side game logs 

during gameplay, and (3) focused semi-structured interviews.   
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Phase One: Requirements-Gathering, Feedback and Brainstorming 

In order to design the first set of Identity Supportive Games, I wanted to ensure that the 

games would capture the most important aspects of Asian issues and stereotypes.  As can be 

found in Chapter 2, I previously reviewed much empirical research and other literature on Asian 

stereotypes and their consequences, but I wanted to work with real people to capture what they 

perceived to be the most important aspects of their ethnic and social identity and the most 

important ideas to be presented in a game format.  

With this in mind, I used: (1) a survey with open response and Likert-scale items 

administered to 30 Asians and 30 Non-Asians to explore existing assumptions, conceptions, and 

stereotypes related to Asian issues and culture; (2) a focus group centered on Asian-American 

themes and issues, (3) campus-wide sticker poster booth activity to determine the ideal 

requirements and features of my game design.  More details about the results and lessons learned 

from this stage of this design process can be found in the following chapter. 

Phase Two: Play-test and Data-Gathering 

Upon designing and developing two simple game prototypes based upon Phase One, I 

was ready to bring in participants to play the games and to determine their impact.  I wanted to 

gather enough data and to triangulate from different sources in order to more objectively 

determine what was gained from such an experience.  As a result, Phase Two consisted of 

multiple data sources: pre- and post- tests; (2) thinkalouds, real-time feedback, and server-side 

game logs during gameplay, and (3) focused semi-structured interviews.  This section will 

highlight the details of the data sources of Phase Two. 
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Using an online survey tool, a pre-test was administered to each participant, consisting of 

several questions organized into three basic categories: self-concept, factual knowledge, and 

perceptions of attitudes.  The self-concept questions investigated their identities, what is 

perceived to be important, self-esteem and pride in oneôs ethnicity, and the role of stereotypes 

(e.g. how much they perceive specific stereotypes as applicable to their lives).  The factual 

knowledge questions are content-based and explored how accurate participants score are in terms 

of facts pertaining to Asian-American issues and stereotypes.  Finally, the attitudes questions 

explored affect and participantsô perceptions of attitudes towards specific stereotypes and 

empathy towards recipients of stereotypes.  

The pre-test questions were broken down into the following sections: (1) eight open-

response items that explored current thinking of Asian issues and culture (e.g. ñWhat words come 

to mind when you think of people of Asian descent?ò or ñDo Asian Americans have it easier than 

members of other racial/ethnic groups? Why or why not? Explain.ò); (2) thirty stereotype 

differential items that explored participantsô level of belief of a stereotypeôs truthfulness 

pertaining to Asian American men; (3) thirty stereotype differential items that explored oneôs 

self-concept in relation to stereotypes ; and (4) thirty-two 7-point Likert scale type items that 

explored attitudes towards Asian culture (e.g. ñAsian Americans are really good at computational 

fields like math, science, or computers.ò or ñI like being a member of my race/ethnicity.ò)  

Completion of the pre-test took approximately 20-30 minutes per person. 

Typically within one to two weeks of completing the pre-test, individual participants 

were invited to play each game prototype.  Participants were instructed to think aloud their 

thoughts, feelings, reactions, and reasoning process as they played both game prototypes.  Using 

code written in PHP script and ActionScript 3.0, server-side game logs also captured game play 

behavior.   On average, participants spent about forty minutes playing both game prototypes. 
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Upon playing each game, participants were asked various questions regarding the games 

and the content within the games (e.g. ñWas anything surprising as you played this game?ò or 

ñDid you learn anything from this game?ò).  After playing both games, participants were asked 

general interview questions, including questions on the role of stereotypes in participantsô lives, 

thoughts on self-concept and Asian culture, design feedback, and thoughts on usability issues 

with the games. 

Finally, participants were given a post-test (using an online survey tool) that very closely 

matches almost all of the same items on the pre-test.  This post-test took approximately 20-30 

minutes per person.  See Appendix C for a sample copy of the post-test. 

Participants 

 Several undergraduate students participated in this dissertation study during each of the 

two stages.  During Phase One, the initial survey was administered (in an online format) to sixty-

one students: thirty-one Non-Asian undergraduate students who were enrolled in a junior level 

Information Sciences and Technology course, and thirty Asian-American students, members of 

an Asian-American undergraduate organization.  All survey participants were given a gift 

certificate for ice cream and were entered in a prize drawing to win a gift certificate for an online 

retailer.    The focus group session of Phase One was in conjunction with of an Asian-American 

undergraduate student organizationôs social event entitled Asian Tea House: Identi-Tea, open to 

all members of the student population.  Participants of the focus group consisted of 11 

undergraduate students (eight Asian-Americans and three Non-Asians).  They were not 

compensated for their participation.   Finally, a campus-wide sticker poster booth activity was set 

up as part of a multiple student organization Asian-American cultural awareness event entitled 
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Asian Night Market.  Over one hundred participants took a set of five colored stickers to mark on 

a large poster which Asian stereotypes were true of them and which stereotypes were not true.   

During phase two of the study, a purposive sample was recruited consisting of twenty-

eight college undergraduates of varied levels of Asian acculturation.  The three categories 

consisted of: (1) high acculturation Asian-Americans (based on their score on the Suinn-Lew 

Asian Self-Identity Acculturation (SL-ASIA) instrument), (2) low acculturation Asian-Americans 

(based upon SL-ASIA), and (3) Non-Asians who are part of the majority culture with minimal 

level of Asian acculturation.  The purpose of the three participant choices is due to a difference in 

values, preferences, and self-affiliation between the three categories, likely affecting the goals of 

the participants in playing the games.  Of the twenty-eight participants, fourteen Asians and 

fourteen Non-Asians were recruited.  All participants were entered into a prize drawing for a gift 

certificate to an online retailer.  About one third of the participants received extra credit for a 

junior level Information Sciences and Technology course, while the other participants were 

volunteers who otherwise received no compensation.  The next chapter will discuss the results of 

this study, including the development and evaluation of the initial design based upon Phases One 

and Two. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Chapter 4 

 

Design Process, Findings, and Results 

 As described in the previous chapter, this study involved two phases: (1) a requirements-

gathering phase to help with the brainstorming and initial design of the games, and (2) a first 

iteration play-test and data-gathering phase.  This chapter will describe the results of both of these 

phases, including the design process and lessons learned throughout both phases.  Analysis of the 

pre- and post-tests will be provided, followed by themes that emerged from qualitative data. 

Phase One 

For the first phase, I used a survey, focus group session, and a campus-wide sticker poster 

activity to determine the ideal requirements and features of my game design. 

Survey to Explore Assumptions and Stereotypes of Asian Culture 

 The initial survey sought to investigate current assumptions, conceptions, and stereotypes 

of Asian culture.   31 Non-Asian participants were asked several open-response questions and 

Likert-scale items on their beliefs and thoughts regarding Asian culture. See Appendix A for a 

breakdown of responses by participant. 

The first question tested survey respondentsô awareness of diversity in terms of Asian 

countries in the world, by asking: ñIn your estimation, how many Asian countries are there in the 

world?ò  The correct answer is 47.  For the thirty-two Non-Asian survey respondents, the mean 

number of Asian countries was determined to be 23.07 (SD=12.86). 
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When asked, ñWhat words come to mind when you think of people of Asian descent?ò 

Non-Asian survey respondents listed their conceptions about Asian culture.  Survey respondents 

described several words that were consistent with existing literature on Asian stereotypes (e.g. 

Mok, 1998; Kim & Yeh, 2002).  Various themes emerged from the open response items, 

including Asians as a group that is considered smart, a Model Minority, having abnormal physical 

characteristics, good at math, science, or technology, foreign, and so on.  See Table 4-1 for a 

breakdown of various themes from the survey respondents. 

 

Table 4-1 Non-Asian survey response to words and beliefs related to Asian people 

Findings/Themes Participants supporting this 
finding 

Examples 

smart P2, P7, P8, P9, P15, P17, P19, 
P20, P21, P25, P31 

άƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘΣέ άǾŜǊȅ 
ǎƳŀǊǘΣέ  

lack of awareness of unique 
Asian countries beyond China, 
Japan, and Korea 

P2, P4, P17, P18, P20, P23, P24, 
P30 

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ /Ƙƛƴŀ ŀƴŘ 
WŀǇŀƴΣέ ά/ƘƛƴŀΣ WŀǇŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ 
YƻǊŜŀέ 

 Model Minority P3, P6, P7, P12, P15, P21, P23, 
P32 

άƻǾŜǊŀŎƘƛŜǾŜǊǎΣέ 
άƘŀǊŘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΣέ 
άƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛƻǳǎΣέ άŘƛƭƛƎŜƴŎŜΣέ 
ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ 
Ƴƻǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

abnormal physical features P3, P7, P8, P12, P16, P22, P26, 
P27, P31 

άǎǉǳƛƴǘȅ ŜȅŜǎΣέ  άǾŜǊȅ 
ǎƪƛƴƴȅΣ ǎƘƻǊǘΣέ άǎƭŀƴǘŜŘ 
ŜȅŜǎΣέ άǳƴŘŜǊǎƛȊŜŘ 
ǇŜƴƛǎŜǎέ 

good at math, science, or 
technology 

P1, P3, P4, P10, P11, P12, P13, 
P29 

άƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ƳŀǘƘΣέ 
άǎŎƛŜƴŎŜΣέ άǘŜŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣέ 
άƎƻƻŘ ŀǘ ƳŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊǎΣέ άƳŀǘƘ 
ǿƛȊŀǊŘǎέ 

ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜκέƻǘƘŜǊέκŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ P2, P7, P16, P22, P26, P27, P29, 
P31 

άŀŎŎŜƴǘΣέ άǎǘǊŀƴƎŜΣέ 
άƛƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΣέ άƴƻǘ ŀǎ 
willing to assimilate into 
!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣέ ά¢ƘŜȅ 
Ŝŀǘ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƛǊŘ ŦƻƻŘέ 

Parental pressure/respect of 
authority/elders 

P3, P4, P9, P16, P26, P32 άǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ έ άǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ 
ƻŦ ŜƭŘŜǊǎέ 

martial arts P4, P5, P9, P27, P30 άƳŀǊǘƛŀƭ ŀǊǘǎΣέ άǎŀƳǳǊŀƛΣέ 
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άƴƛƴƧŀέ 

Eastern religion P4, P8, P16, P18, P27 ά.ǳŘŘƘŀΣ έ ά5Ƙŀƭƛ [ƭŀƳŀΣέ 
άǊŜƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘƛƻƴΣέ άǘŀƻƛǎƳΣ 
ŎƻƴŦǳŎƛŀƴƛǎƳΣ ōǳŘƘƛǎǘέ 

ancient culture, tradition P7, P13, P26, P27, P28 άŀƴŎƛŜƴǘΣέ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣέ άǾŜǊȅ 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭέ 

quietness/antisocial P3, P15, P27, P31 άǉǳƛŜǘΣ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘΣέ άƴƻǘ 
ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣέ άƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴƛǎǘǎέ 

 driving inferiority P7, P16, P19, P23 άōŀŘ ŘǊƛǾŜǊǎέ 

ŎŀǊǎΣ ǊŀŎƛƴƎΣ άǊƛŎŜ ǊƻŎƪŜǘέ ƛƳŀƎŜ P3, P11,  P14, P22 άŎŀǊǎ ŘǊƛŦǘƛƴƎΣέ άIƻƴŘŀΣέ  
NSX and other awesome 
ŎŀǊǎέ 

stereotypical jobs P3, P9, P11,  άǘŜŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ έ άƻǿƴ 
ōŜŀǳǘȅ όƴŀƛƭύ ǎƘƻǇǎέ 

references to war  P14, P27,  ά±ƛŜǘƴŀƳΣέ άtŜŀǊƭ IŀǊōƻǊΣ 
έ ά²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ LLέ 

overpopulated P22, P28 άƻǾŜǊǇƻǇǳƭŀǘŜŘέ 

Like video games P1, P30 άƭƻǾŜ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ²ƻ² ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǎǘǊƛƪŜΣέ άǇƭŀȅ 
ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜǎέ 

Communism  P5, P14 ά/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǎƳέ 

Risk-averse P21 άŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ 

Diverse P14 άƧǳǎǘ ŀǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŀǎ ŀƴȅ 
other ethnicity so some 
are christian, buddhist, 
LǎƭŀƳƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ƧŜǿƛǎƘέ 

Humble P32 άƘǳƳōƭŜέ 
 

 The next step was to engage in an in-depth focus group session with both Asian-

Americans and Non-Asians to explore life experiences related to Asian-American culture and to 

investigate how these kinds of stereotypes play a role in oneôs ethnic identity and self-concept.   

As part of an Asian-themed social event (entitled Asian Tea House: Identi-Tea) 

sponsored by an Asian American Christian undergraduate student organization, I led a one-hour 

discussion time involving a focus group of 11 undergraduate students (8 male, 3 female).  Of 

these students, 7 self-identified as Asian American (having mostly grown up in the Eastern cities 

and suburbs of the United States), 2 as African American, and 2 Caucasian (one Hispanic male 

from Guatemala and one non-Hispanic female from Pennsylvania).   The focus group participants 
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were shown a short video of various Asian American depictions in the media (e.g. actor John 

Choôs depiction of Harold from the film Harold and Kumar Go to White Castle and the character 

of Hideki played by actor Bobby Lee in MadTVôs Average Asian sketch).  Afterwards they were 

prompted to discuss their personal experiences growing up as their race/ethnicity and also their 

perceptions of any issues facing those of Asian ethnicity. 

In response to the question, ñdoes anyone have any stories related to how they have been 

affected by any stereotypes associated with Asians?ò  Members of the focus group described 

feelings of ñotherizationò; i.e., several participants felt as though they were not considered normal 

(or equal) by others.  Examples of this included remarks about physical characteristics received 

while growing up.  Alyssa (Asian American female, junior) described the following memory: 

 ñI remember back when I was in first grade, and this one girl goes like this 

[pushes eyes upward]  and says, óDo all Asians look like this?.  And she didnôt 

really know any better then, and I was sort of offended by that and I didnôt know 

why.  I guess physical stereotypes are sort of the first thing that I see as 

portrayals of being Asian.ò   

Derrick (Asian American male, senior) agreed with the idea that Asian Americans are not 

perceived to be normal:   

ñIn the American community weôre never really fully or truly accepted as ófully 

Americanô because they associate us with the Asian community, so itôs kind of 

like weôre kind of stuck in between.  We donôt really fit in either [camp].ò 

Bobby (Asian American male, senior) described personal experiences regarding 

expectations based upon external appearances and favorability toward acculturated people of 

Asian ethnicity: 

 ñI think for some reason ï maybe my appearance or the way I dress -- my 

professors think I am very foreign and that I have bad English, and so whenever I 

start talking and using perfect English, they show this very obvious sense of 

relief.  But there is this sense that Asians are foreign and that this is a burden or 

not good.ò 
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When asked, ñWhen do stereotypes cross the line from funny to offensive?ò  Will 

(Caucasian male, sophomore) responded: 

ñIt varies from person to person.  A lot of it depends on intent.  If people are 

presenting it in a way that they think is credible, then it can be offensive.  If itôs 

ridiculous or over the top, then itôs humor, but if itôs something potentially 

credible when others can see it an potentially agree, then itôs offensive.ò 

Focus group participants described how fair or unfair common stereotypes held about 

Asians were.  Will remarked (Caucasian male, sophomore): 

ñTheyôre pretty unfair. To say someone likes math because they are Asian is 

unreasonable since itôs clearly not an innate cultural thing.ò 

Jeff (junior, Asian American male) shared how failure to attain or meet the expectations 

of positive stereotypes can lead to negative effects including a sense of failure or inadequacy.  He 

describes this from personal experience: 

ñAlmost all stereotypes come from something.  In terms of fairness, it doesnôt 

matter what race you are, you always enjoy it when someone says óyouôre good 

at this, or youôre good at that, like youôre good at math.ô  I think the unfair part 

for Asian Americans is if they find out youôre not good at math, like for me, Iôm 

an advertising major, I hate crunching numbers, I hate science.  If I could kill 

Darwin, I would.  But I canôt.  But Iôm better at putting things together with 

Photoshop, photography, things like that.  A lot of people see me as a failure as 

an Asian because Iôm not good at math.  So going back to the fairness thing, I 

think itôs unfair once they put stereotypes on you and thatôs the only thing that 

qualifies you as an Asian American.ò 

Lauren (sophomore, Caucasian female) echoed this sentiment, describing a sense of 

frustration due to expectations placed upon her due to her height: 

ñI think itôs complicated, because I feel like I would get tired of the same old 

comments placed on me, like people assume I can play basketball just because 

Iôm really tall.  Which I guess is like tall people should be good at basketball, 

cause like, like you would think it would be a compliment when people assume 

you have a strength, but I donôt, no I donôt play, like, Iôm really not athletic, I 

mean itôs not bad, but Iôm sure itôs tiring.  Itôs overplayed I guess.ò 

Participants remarked how use of the label ñAsianò often lacks an accurate understanding 

of Asian diversity.  Alice (junior, Asian American female) remarked: 
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ñEvery single time the word óAsianô pops into someoneôs mind, they instantly 

think of Chinese, Korean, Japanese, but everyone tends to forget that there are 

Malaysians, Vietnamese, Indians, too.  Itôs really interesting when people forget 

that. 

Participants also described how they observed others deliberately changing their behavior 

to counteract stereotypes.  For example:  

ñI feel like when it comes to stereotypes and races, I feel like Asian Americans 

actually have it pretty good to tell you the truth.  I grew up in Queens, NY and 

Iôve seen a large variety of people and how they treat each other based upon race.  

I donôt understand it fully, but from what I understand, it seems like ï I donôt 

want to offend anybody ï but it seems like a lot of people see white people as the 

racist ones, like, they have all the power, and for Asian Americans, it seems like 

a lot of the stereotypes are actually positive ï theyôre good at math, weôre smart, 

you know, good with our money.  But for some reason, Asian Americans have a 

weird way of taking those kind of complements into negatives to the point where 

a lot of my friends, for some reason, they found it to be cool to pretend to be 

dumb in high school, and to not try and be stupid, and to try to be cool that way.ò 

Jeff (Asian American male, junior) 

 

 ñI think thatôs partly because thereôs a little sense of disdain if itôs the Asians 

setting the 100%ôs on the curves; thereôs a sense that ohh, those Asians, theyôre 

overachievers, theyôre ruining the curve, and so what might be why your friend 

feels that he has to pretend to be dumb so that people wonôt look down on me for 

having those qualities.ò Jack (Asian American male, senior):   

Some participants described the consequences of pressure and the high expectations of 

parents or peers.  In some cases, this led to depression, mental illness, or suicide: 

I went through something similar and Iôm still going through it today.  My 

parents are not Asian parents in they let me do whatever I wanted to.  It wasnôt 

that that caused  me to go into depression.  It was the fact that everyone sort of 

viewed me as this role model.  Itôs true, we really do feel this pressure to be a 

role model to society.  And every single time they ask to compare your grade vs. 

theirs.  And like, it just pressures you to do well because youôll know theyôll put 

you down if you donôt do well.  That was the sort of environment that I grew up 

in.  It was actually my peers that ended up to, you know, depression.  It was only 

after I got to college that I started to realize that you donôt have to be smart all the 

time.  It doesnôt just go with Asians, it applies to everyone in general.ò Alice 

(Asian American female, junior) 

 



78 

 

 ñUsually Asian parents are really hard to please.  Theyôre the hardest people to 

please.  They never really fully approve of what you do.  I mean I usually joke 

around, if I get a 100% on a quiz, Iôll say ñHey Mom, I got 100%!ò and like my 

mom will say, ñOh! Congratulations!  Do better next time!ò Steve (Asian 

American male, freshman) 

 

ñYeah, seriously, itôs like I got a 99.  óWhy didnôt you get a 100?ôò Alyssa (Asian 

American female, junior) 

 

 ñThat kind of thing where you always want to please your parents.  You want to 

make them proud and the fact they arenôt easy to please, leads us to look down 

on ourselves.ò Steve (Asian American male, freshman) 

 ñIôve heard from my friends how I would hear a lot of stories from Korea about 

how the suicide rate is high because of high pressure from parents.ò Shawn 

(Caucasian male, junior) 

 

 ñRecently, the Virginia Tech tragedy happened and I wanted to know your 

reaction.  I think it reminded me that Asians arenôt invincible to problems like 

depression.  And people knew he had problems but no one did anything about it.  

One of friends Korean and he went to school at Virginia Tech.  And his mom 

actually told him not to go to school the next day because she was afraid of what 

he might face, what might happen.ò Alyssa (Asian American female, junior) 

Participants were asked, ñWhy does it seem like these issues are kept under the rug or 

hidden or invisible?ò  Some believed that the stereotypes associated with Asians were generally 

positive.  For example, Shawn (Caucasian, male) answered: 

 ñI think itôs because a lot of stereotypes give positive attributes to Asians.  I was 

born in Guatemala and most of the stereotypes are negative and so they stand out 

a lot, because the stereotypes are like, Hispanics are janitors, or whatever.ò 

An important question was centered on identity and how participants view their source of 

significance.  Participants were asked: ñWhere do Asians and Asian Americans find their identity 

and their significance?ò  Parents, family expectations, and other sources such as religion were 

common responses:  

 ñParents, or rebelling against their parents.  When youôre within proximity of 

your parents, they basically control you.ò Steve (Asian American male, 

freshman) 
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 ñMy dad is what youôd call a traditional Chinese person in the sense that 

growing up, I either had to be a doctor or an engineer or a lawyer.  He actually 

wanted me to be a medical doctor really badly.  You gotta be a doctor, you gotta 

be a doctor, you gotta be a doctor.  Heôd push it upon me every time.  He forced 

me to apply to medical schools.  But I just couldnôt do it, I just couldnôt live up to 

that.  I just didnôt want to do that.  My brother wasnôt so lucky.  My brother 

ended up a medical doctor.  I told him I wanted to do computers, but that was 

considered a step down.  He was like, no.  There was a little bit of a sense of 

failure because I wasnôt a doctor.  I would be like, ócomputer science is a good 

job,ô but itôs not a doctor.  There was a little bit of this sense of ónot good 

enough,ô but I think for me, there can be other things that give you identity or 

significance.  For me, itôs my faith as a Christian that gave me a new identity and 

significance, and all the pressures to be somebody for my parents or to be 

somebody based upon what TV says is successful, that became less relevant.  But 

itôs different for different people.ò  Jack (Asian American male, senior) 

Based upon the results of this focus group, I identified a number of issues that seemed to 

be of particular significance for Asian Americans regarding their identity in relation to 

stereotypes.  These included: (1) the challenge and effects of attempting to meet high 

expectations or demands of parents and peers; (2) the tension that exists when a personôs self-

concept does not align with societal or individual stereotypes that explicitly or implicitly label the 

person, including seemingly positive labels such as ñsmartò or ñgood at mathò; (3) constrained 

possible selves as a result of stereotypes; and (4) the negative view held towards Asians in terms 

of acculturation and otherization. 

Finally, the stereotypes gathered from the initial survey and focus groups were tested on a 

broader scale as part of a public, campus-wide event entitled Asian Night Market.  The event was 

held in the student union of the campus.  Fifteen of the most commonly cited stereotypes and 

issues were arranged on a large poster (see Figure 4-2 below).  Over one hundred participants 

were given a set of ten colored stickers (five green and five red) and were instructed to mark on 

the poster which stereotypes they strongly agreed with as accurate in describing them (green 

sticker) and which they strongly disagreed with (red sticker).  The resultant poster showed the 
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stereotypes that yielded the most positive and negative responses, which were kept in the initial 

game designs. 

 

Figure 4-1 Campuswide stereotype poster activity. 

First Design Iteration 

Based upon the insights gleaned from the survey responses, focus group sessions, and 

campus-wide poster activity, I was prepared to brainstorm and create low fidelity prototypes of 

mini-games that aim to address the issues identified.  Two game concepts were brainstormed that 

were specifically intended to allow players to reflect upon their assumptions regarding Asian 

American culture, to allow for identity reflection and play, and to explore the subtle consequences 

of Asian stereotypes.   

Each game concept was given a one-line title in order to summarize the overall point of 

the game.  Mini-Game One was tentatively entitled Firsthand Asian Experience: Possible Selves 

of Asian Identity Construction and Learning Surprising Facts and That Stereotypes Have 

Unintended Consequences.  Mini-Game Two was tentatively entitled How Asian Am I? 



81 

 

Consequences of Otherization and Learning That You Canôt Really Tell Who is Acculturated or 

Not Based on Physical Appearance.  These titles were eventually replaced with the actual game 

names later in the design process. 

In order to demonstrate and get initial feedback about the game concepts, low fidelity 

prototypes were created using Microsoft Powerpoint, Ulead PhotoImpact, Ulead GIF Animator, 

and colored prints.  Figure 4-2 below depicts a screen capture that mocked-up representation of 

Mini -Game One. 

 

Figure 4-2 Mockup of Mini-Game One. 

 

Four Asian-American undergraduate student volunteers were recruited to give brief 

feedback about the two game concepts and low fidelity prototypes.  Two of the students were 

male, while two were female.  These feedback sessions, which involved presenting mocked-up 
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images, brainstorming and discussing basic gameplay ideas, and asking questions to ensure that 

the main idea of these games were understood, took approximately thirty minutes.  Participants 

were also encouraged to give suggestions for improvement and any additional ideas for the 

games.  Participants remarked that the two game concepts were promising as an experience to 

educate both Asians and Non-Asians, and that the ideas seemed fun to play.  Some suggestions 

for improvement were proposed.  For example, the original layout of Mini-Game One was a side-

scrolling platform game.  One participant suggested a top-down 2D layout to allow for greater 

possibilities for exploration (e.g., being able to explore the environment in eight directions, rather 

than just left and right). 

Based upon the feedback of the four volunteers, I proceeded to more fully flesh out the 

game designs and developed them using ActionScript 3.0 programming language in the Adobe 

Flash Creative Suite 3 platform.  The following section describes the original design of each 

game prototype. 

Initial Game Design 1 of 2: Flying Asian Stereotypes! 

The original title of the first game was tentatively named Firsthand Asian Experience: 

Possible Selves of Asian Identity Construction and Learning Surprising Facts and That 

Stereotypes Have Unintended Consequences.  This title was modified to Flying Asian 

Stereotypes! A Digital Experience of the Reality of Asian American Issues and Identity.   Based 

upon comments given during the brainstorming and design feedback session, I chose to adopt a 

colorful, cartoonlike art style and a more humorous, lighthearted feel to the game. 
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Overview of Concept 

The initial game design for Game One was an open-ended ñsandboxò platform game 

entitled Flying Asian Stereotypes!  Flying Asian Stereotypes! is intended to promote reflection 

and consideration of the implications of being labeled by stereotypes.  Based upon Markus and 

Nuriusô (1986) notion of possible selves, the participant, playing as an Asian-American character 

in the game, must frequently make decisions throughout the game to determine what kind of 

identities he or she perceives to be realistic, desirable, or undesirable for himself or herself.   

These choices, which represent various strategies for identity refinement, affect the avatarôs 

appearance and abilities within the game. 

Design Propositions for Flying Asian Stereotypes! Game 

Based upon my pilot studies, four specific design propositions were tested in order to 

generate ñtheories-in-actionò (Sandoval & Bell, 2004) about the Flying Asian Stereotypes! Game:  

 

1. Letting people construct and enact identities relevant to ethnic stereotypes in an ISG can 

impact oneôs self-concept positively. 

2. Making stereotypes explicit is good for letting people take ownership of these 

stereotypes. 

3. Awareness of possible selves via avatar play is good for identity support. 

4. Challenging assumptions is good for learning. 
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Basic Rules 

The basic gameplay is relatively simple.  Specific stereotypes related to Asian-American 

identity are reified within the game as projectiles thrown at the character that are to be avoided or 

internalized (i.e., the player can allow the stereotypes to hit the character, or he or she can dodge 

them).  As stereotypes collide with the character, the character adopts those characteristics 

associated with the stereotypes (e.g. appearance and physical attributes change accordingly), and 

gameplay (e.g. how others view, speak to, and treat the character and the set of possible 

outcomes) are affected.  The player can see the effects of these stereotypes and the choices made.  

For example, if the player is hit with ñParental Pressure,ò then the characterôs movement becomes 

slower as a result of less freedom and control, and he or she is constantly told to study harder or 

that their academic performance is not good enough.  If the player is hit with ñNerd,ò then the 

character is viewed as nerdy (e.g. avatar takes on thick glasses) and is constantly told remarks 

about Asian intelligence.  Other stereotypes/forces within the game (chosen based on literature 

review and from survey and focus group results) include ñModel Minority,ò ñbad leaders,ò ñlacks 

social skills,ò ñknows kung fu,ò ñperpetual foreigner,ò ñlow self-esteem,ò ñevil gangster,ò ñbad 

romantic partner,ò etc. (Lee, 1996; Mok, 1998; Lee & Zhou, 2004).  The player must weigh these 

tradeoffs and choose how the identity will be constructed. 

As a ñsandboxò environment, the game world is open-ended in the sense that there are 

many ways to play.   There is no predefined win or lose condition; the player can choose to create 

any identity as he or she wishes.  Because there is no one solution that is clearly better than the 

other outcomes, the game is designed intentionally to allow players to reflect upon his or her self-

concept, to explore different kinds of identities, and to decide how stereotypes may or may not 

play a role in their lives. 
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Figure 4-3 Intro screen to Flying Asian Stereotypes! Game. 

 

This first game design had three specific objectives: (1) allow for identity reflection and 

exploration; (2) educate players of all backgrounds about Asian and Asian American issues by 

addressing common misconceptions and presenting facts; and (3) to give a firsthand experience 

of what it is like to be labeled Asian stereotypes and assumptions that may not necessarily be true 

for the player. 

Design of Flying Asian Stereotypes! Experience 

Participants played the first game prototype three times, and were instructed to play the 

game differently each time.  Each time corresponded to each of the three aspects of Markus and 

Nuriusô (1986) original notion of possible selves theory; i.e., ñideas corresponding to hopes, fears, 

standards, goals, and threatsò of what a person might become, would like to become, and are 
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afraid of becoming (p.954).  For the first time, the student played the game as though the avatar 

was himself or herself; i.e., while constructing an identity within the game, choices were made 

within the game based upon how he or she honestly saw himself or herself in real life.  The 

second time, he or she constructed an identity of who he or she is afraid of becoming.  Finally, 

during the third time, the participant constructed an ideal self ï an identity that they would like to 

create, even if not necessarily who they actually are in reality.   

Figures 4-4 through 4-8 below show sample images from the game prototype.  Figure 4-4 

depicts a simple set of instructions for how to play.  Once the player begins the game, he or she is 

given a set of choices in the form of blue ñIdentity Choiceò stars (Figure 4-5) that generally 

represent opposing traits that correspond to stereotypes of Asian and American culture.  

Throughout the game, the player is presented with messages associated with the Asian stereotype 

that the player has been labeled with.  In the screenshot below (Figure 4-5), the player is asked 

ñdo you know kung fu?ò  Depending on the stereotypes that have been activated, the player may 

see messages such as ñYouôre Asian? You must be good at math!ò ñHow come youôre so smart?ò 

ñYouôre a bad romantic partner,ò or several other messages associated with each stereotype. 
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Figure 4-4 Instructions for how to play Flying Asian Stereotypes! Game. 

 

 

Figure 4-5 Player chooses between ñIdentity Choiceò stars to construct identities. 
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Because there is no right or wrong way to play, players are free to explore the 

environment and to reflect upon their own identity goals as they create various hypothetical 

identities.  Players can also earn ñhappiness pointsò by collecting smiley faces, although being hit 

with low self-esteem or parental pressure can lower oneôs happiness score.  Five lesser known 

facts about Asian culture, specifically chosen to debunk common stereotypes regarding Asian 

culture, were distributed throughout the environment (represented by the green letter ñFò).  The 

five facts address the following: (1) the innate diversity of Asian countries, comprising 47 

countries each with its own unique traditions, customs, history, and values; (2) the perpetual 

foreigner phenomenon; (3) the unanticipated consequences of the model minority, increasing 

pressure and masking the problems and needs of underperforming Asian students (including some 

members of Southeast Asian groups); (4) the ñbamboo ceilingò phenomenon; and (5) high rates 

of suicide and depression for Asian-American women (see Figure 4-8 below for an example of an 

in-game fact). 
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Figure 4-6 Player may avoid or touch the ñNerdò stereotype that is moving towards avatar. 

 

 

Figure 4-7 ñNerdò stereotype hits player, altering appearance of avatar 

and the way player is addressed and perceived. 

 

The game is meant to be beneficial for both Asian and Non-Asian players.  For Asians, it 

is meant to promote reflection of their identities and the role stereotypes have played in their 

lives, with the goal of helping them come to terms with the stereotypes.  For Non-Asians, the 

game offers a new experience of seeing what it may be like to be labeled various Asian 

stereotypes that may or may not be true for an individual. 
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Figure 4-8  Five facts about Asian culture are presented within the game, including this one on 

Asian American depression and suicides. 

 

I will now describe the design of the second game and then present the results of how 

participants played each game. 

Initial Game Design 2 of 2: The Fob Or Not? Game 

 The second game prototype was based on the themes from the focus group session and 

survey responses of ñotherizationò and Asians as perpetual foreigners, unable to assimilate or be 

perceived as mainstream or normal.  The original title was tentatively named How Asian Am I? 

Consequences of Otherization and Learning That You Canôt Really Tell Who is Acculturated or 

Not Based on Physical Appearance.  This was subsequently renamed the Fob Or Not? Game.  
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Similar to the first game prototype, participants felt that this game should be kept lighthearted and 

fun in order to make the issues of race and stereotyping more approachable while still being 

effective. 

Overview of Concept 

The initial game design for Game Two was a guessing game format that involves real life 

Asian Americans who have been assigned acculturation scores based upon the Suinn-Lew Asian 

Self-Identity Acculturation (SL-ASIA) Scale.  The game is intended to help players recognize 

their biases and stereotypes related to acculturation firsthand by letting them guess a personôs 

acculturation level and their personality traits, and then revealing what the person is truly like 

(i.e., their true acculturation score and a biography written by the person himself or herself). 

Design Propositions for the Fob Or Not? Game 

Based upon my pilot studies, specific design propositions were tested in order to generate 

ñtheories-in-actionò (Sandoval & Bell, 2004) about the Fob Or Not? Game:  

 

1. Desirable difficulties (Bjork, 1994) and allowing people to make mistakes can be good 

for learning.  As Bjork (1994) defined it, desirable difficulties includes reduced feedback 

to the learner and using a test-format (rather than presentations) as a learning event.   

Desirable difficulties are considered desirable because responding to them (successfully) 

engages processes that support learning, comprehension, and remembering, and ideally, 

long-term retention and transfer (Bjork, 1994). 
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2. Immediate feedback allows players to realize their assumptions may be wrong, while 

delayed feedback is good for learning. 

3. Making assumptions explicit and then challenging them is good for learning. 

 

The game embodied these design propositions in order to determine the best way for people 

to realize how their own assumptions may not be accurate. 

Basic Rules 

 The gameplay for the Fob Or Not Game can be described as a simple guessing game with 

two levels of feedback (immediate but simple feedback, followed by detailed feedback at the 

end).  The photographs of ten people of Asian descent are presented to the player.  The game asks 

the player to guess on a scale of 1 to 5 how acculturated each person looks, and the player also 

writes a brief description (e.g. adjectives, personality traits, etc.) of what he or she thinks each 

person is like in real life. 

Design of the Fob Or Not Experience 

 The gameplay begins with an intro screen (Figure 4-9) with bright colors, bouncy 

animations and upbeat music.  Based upon feedback from the brainstorming and paper 

prototyping session, the look and feel of this game was intentionally designed to be more positive 

and lighthearted, rather than dark and serious.  This style seemed more appropriate given the 

subject matter of the game and to encourage players to not worry about political correctness. 
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Figure 4-9 Intro/splash screen for Fob Or Not Game. 

 

Upon starting the game, the player is presented with a set of instructions for how to play 

(Figure 4-10). 
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Figure 4-10 Instructions for Fob Or Not Game. 

 

The game asks the player to give his or her assessment of whether it is easy or difficult to 

determine how acculturated someone is just based upon physical appearance.  Players enter a 

number from 1 to 5, where 1 is very easy and 5 is very hard. 
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Figure 4-11 Recording oneôs initial thoughts on ability to judge based upon external appearance. 

 

Figure 4-12 Basic gameplay of Fob Or Not Game. 




























































































































































































































