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Objective

Indie gamers and developers from marginalized backgrounds often face a hostile, 

exclusionary gaming culture and receive little recognition for their contributions, making it 

challenging to discover meaningful games, build community, and feel included in the 

broader game ecosystem. Using the Human Centered Design framework, I aim to develop 

a solution that empowers developers and players to use indie games to shift gaming 

culture and engage in meaningful creative expression.

Human-Centered Design

Empathize Define Ideate Prototype Test

Background Research

I added a preliminary step to the Human-Centered Design process for this project: 

Background Research. Before interacting with participants, I conducted a literature 

review and competitive analysis to better understand the stakeholders, politics, and 

cultural forces that shape the gaming industry. This foundation allowed me to ask more 

meaningful questions during empathy interviews and gain greater insight into user 

needs.

Literature Review

 A comprehensive overview and critical 

analysis of existing works on indie-gaming.

The Gaming Industry Today

The Rise of Indie Games

Key Takeaways

The gaming industry has become one of the most dynamic and influential markets 

globally, with an estimated revenue of $282 billion by the end of 2024 and approximately 

3.3 billion active gamers worldwide. While the player base is increasingly diverse, 45% of 

U.S. gamers are female, and the largest age demographic is 18 to 34, the industry itself still 

lacks racial diversity, with 71% of American gamers identifying as White. (Gill, 2025)

Despite the evolving demographics of players, mainstream game development remains 

heavily male-dominated. Large publishers continue to prioritize games modeled after past 

successes, overwhelmingly centering male protagonists and violence. When female 

characters appear, they are often relegated to secondary or servile roles. As Anna Anthropy 

aptly stated, if we judged humanity by video games alone, it would seem that life is about 

"shooting men and taking their dinner orders." (Anthropy, 2012)


In response to the exclusionary and male-dominated culture of mainstream gaming, 

independent ("indie") game development has emerged as a powerful alternative. Indie 

games are video games created by individuals or small teams operating independently 

from major studios financially and creatively. This independence allows developers to 

experiment with unconventional narratives, aesthetics, and mechanics often absent from 

AAA titles. (Newgrounds Wiki - History, n.d.)



The rise of free, accessible game-

making tools has further opened the 

field. Platforms like Twine have 

removed technical barriers, allowing 

creators without programming 

backgrounds to design and share 

games. This democratization of 

development has empowered 

individuals previously alienated by the 

industry to tell personal, authentic 

stories through games. (Fungies, 

2023)

Unlike large-scale games produced by hundreds of people, many indie titles reflect deeply 

personal experiences, often weaving emotional depth and social commentary into their 

design. These games provide perspectives mainstream gaming has long overlooked, 

offering a more nuanced and diverse reflection of the human experience. As a result, indie 

games have become mediums for self-expression, cultural critique, and social impact, 

challenging the traditional norms and expectations of the gaming industry. (Diver, 2016)

Despite the creative freedom it offers, independent game development comes with 

significant barriers. Without publisher support, it is difficult for indie games to gain visibility 

in an oversaturated digital marketplace. Players sometimes hesitate to invest in lesser-

known games, especially when the polish, scope, and production levels vary widely. These 

challenges limit the reach of diverse creators, making it difficult to secure consistent 

revenue and threatening their long-term sustainability. (iXie, 2023)



My literature review revealed that although the gaming community is becoming 

increasingly diverse, the industry prioritizes white, male-centered narratives and 

experiences. Marginalized creators who challenge these norms often face harassment, 

exclusion, and limited visibility on mainstream platforms. Meanwhile, players who seek 

these games often struggle to find them within mainstream marketplaces dominated by 

AAA titles. The rise of accessible game-making tools has opened new pathways for more 

diverse narratives, but indie developers face significant barriers to visibility, financial 

sustainability, and community support. By grounding my empathy work in these findings, I 

aimed to capture the real-world needs, frustrations, and aspirations of both indie 

developers and players.


Cultural Backlash: GamerGate and Its Legacy

GamerGate was an organized online harassment campaign that emerged in 2014, driven 

by a backlash against feminism, diversity, and progressivism in gaming. While its 

supporters claimed they were advocating for ethics in video game journalism, the 

movement became synonymous with the targeted harassment of women in the industry. 

GamerGate reflected a broader culture war over the diversification of gaming, with many 

gamers resisting inclusivity and "wokeness." Its impact extended beyond gaming, 

influencing the rise of right-wing online movements and forcing the industry to confront 

issues of online harassment and representation. (Mortensen, 2018)

Today, this exclusionary culture remains 

pervasive in the gaming industry. For 

example, on platforms like Steam, the 

largest PC game distribution platform, 

several curator pages affiliated with 

GamerGate ideology promote games 

with racist and sexist tropes. A 

screenshot I captured for this project 

shows a recommended game on one 

such page whose review proudly mocks 

concerns about misogynistic language, 

highlighting the ongoing hostility toward 

diverse creators. The review reads: 

"Declared sexist by many people 

because opponent thugs and villains 

refer to women as a "wh****," a sexist 

insult, according to them." (Batman, 

n.d.) This event exposed the 

exclusionary culture of mainstream 

gaming, highlighting the need for 

alternative platforms where diverse 

voices and experiences can be seen. 

(Mortensen, 2018)


— Image of young girl playing a video game

Competitor Analysis

Expanding my understanding of the problem space by analyzing the 

platforms players use to discover indie games. 

Dominance of Established Marketplaces


Indie-Focused Platforms Offer Better Visibility but Limited Reach


Subscription Services Offer Exposure but Are Hard to Break Into

Non-Marketplace Platforms Require Ongoing Effort

Key Takeaways

Mainstream platforms like Steam, Epic Games Store, and major console marketplaces 

(Nintendo, PlayStation, Xbox) dominate indie game distribution due to their massive reach 

and established player bases. However, smaller indie titles struggle for visibility without 

significant marketing efforts or official platform promotion. These platforms also impose 

high revenue shares, typically around 30%, which reduces profitability for indie developers.

Platforms like Itch.io, GOG, and Humble Bundle offer more favorable revenue models, lower 

fees, DRM-free distribution, and greater creative freedom for developers. However, they 

lack the audience size of mainstream platforms, making it difficult for indie games to gain 

traction without external marketing support. Itch.io is particularly notable for its flexible 

pay-what-you-want pricing and emphasis on direct community support.

Services like Xbox Game Pass, PlayStation Plus Extra, and Apple Arcade can provide indie 

games with massive exposure to millions of players through subscription models. However, 

gaining access requires exclusive partnerships and publisher relationships, making them 

inaccessible to many small indie developers. Netflix Games is a growing curated platform 

for indie games, but because it does not allow for direct game sales, the financial benefits 

for developers are limited.

Platforms such as IndieDB, Twitch, YouTube Gaming, TikTok, Discord, and Twitter/X are 

popular spaces for indie game marketing and discovery. While they do not offer direct 

sales channels, they are essential for building player communities and driving traffic to 

distribution platforms. However, success on these platforms demands continuous 

engagement, creativity, and marketing strategy, which can be time-intensive for small 

teams or solo creators.


AAA platforms offer massive reach but high competition and lower revenue share. Indie-

focused platforms provide better financial terms and creative freedom but struggle with 

visibility. Marketing platforms are essential for indie promotion but require consistent effort. 

Subscription and streaming platforms offer exposure but are challenging to access without 

industry connections. The key takeaways informed my approach during the Empathy 

phase, helping me shape questions around developers' challenges with visibility, financial 

sustainability, marketing efforts, and platform accessibility to uncover their unmet needs.


Game discovery platforms fall into three main categories: AAA marketplaces that primarily 

feature mainstream games, Indie-focused marketplaces that better support small 

developers but have smaller audiences, and Non-marketplace platforms like YouTube and 

Twitch that aid discovery without offering direct distribution. In my competitive analysis, I 

compared various factors across these platforms, including revenue share, discoverability, 

marketing tools, community engagement, cross-platform play, localization and language 

options, game ownership models, and the cost of publishing a game.

Empathize

Gathering rich qualitative insights on the needs, motivations, and pain 

points of indie game developers and players.

15 Empathy Interviews

Online Community Outreach

User Demographics

I conducted one-on-one empathy interviews with 15 participants, focusing on open-ended, 

story-seeking conversations that allow participants to share experiences, emotions, and 

deeper needs. Most of my interview participants were college students, offering a niche 

user base. However, for the scope of this project, this provided the advantage of allowing 

me to build a strong, consistent user persona. 

I engaged with gaming communities online to reach a broader range of experiences. I 

posted requests for participation, briefly explaining my project and inviting users to either 

participate in a short 15-minute interview or reply directly to the post with their experiences. 

While no one opted for live interviews through this outreach, I received 8 detailed written 

responses. These participants did not reveal any aspects of their identity besides age, 

which ranged from 16 to 38. These asynchronous stories provided valuable additional data, 

helping surface experiences from gamers and developers outside my immediate college 

network. 



Of the 23 total users I engaged with across methods, 12 identified as indie game developers 

and 11 identified as gamers, giving me an even split of perspectives between creators and 

players. All of the players I interviewed came from backgrounds historically 

underrepresented in gaming, including non-binary individuals, international students, 

people of color, women, and people with disabilities.

— unpacking the qualitative interview Data

— Responses from online participants, via reddit & itch.io

— Pie chart visualizations of user demographics

Define

Synthesizing my research findings into two distinct user personas that 

represent the needs and motivations of the people I want to support.


Discoverability Factors

Representation and Inclusion

I organized key findings around factors influencing players' willingness to try a new game. 

The most frequently cited factor was cost. Many players emphasized that affordability 

heavily impacts their willingness to try a new game, particularly among college students 

with limited budgets. One participant explained, "There's a lot of games I haven't tried just 

because the cost was too much." Another added, "Affordability, for sure. I hate the way 

games are so expensive nowadays, and it really deters me from trying things or getting my 

friends to play different games."



Following cost, players mentioned recommendations from streamers, gaming websites, 

and friends as major influences. Traditional advertising was primarily seen as ineffective, 

as many users felt that cinematic trailers often misrepresent games. Only one user 

reported trying games based on ads they received. Another important factor was the visual 

aesthetic of the game. Players expressed that seeing real gameplay footage, not just 

promotional content, made them far more likely to consider trying a new game.


Beyond discovery factors, users shared deeper reflections about representation and 

inclusion in gaming. Several interviewees noted the lack of disabled, non-binary, 

multilingual, and POC characters in the games they encounter. Others highlighted how 

stereotypes about what makes a "real gamer" alienate those who enjoy indie games. Social 

dynamics around gaming spaces also emerged. Some users felt excluded from general 

gaming communities and would prefer more niche, interest-based groups: "I probably 

wouldn't go to, like, a gamers club, because I feel like I wouldn't necessarily be into the 

same type of games… maybe if they had different groups within it."

Many players expressed frustration with the misogynistic nature of gaming culture and 

backlash against inclusive narratives. Overall, these interviews revealed several key 

tensions: Players crave affordability, authentic discovery, diverse representation, and 

community spaces that respect a wider range of gaming interests and identities. However, 

current gaming spaces are often dominated by misogynistic and racist commentary, 

where games with progressive values are frequently derated, creating a toxic environment 

for marginalized creators and players.

"There's this stereotype that gamers who like 
indie games or very cutesy girly games aren’t 
real gamers, and that the real gamers are the 
ones who play first-person shooters."

—USER jO

I see people complain about games shifting 
towards woke narratives. Like first, fuck off. 
Second, you can play any old game that’s 
been made in the past 40 years. You want a 
game with an only male cast like that's 
pandered towards you and your fragile sense 
of masculinity. Great. We've had 40 years of 
that. There's plenty so go discover something 
that's already been made.

—USER PJ

"Disabled people would be the one type of 
person that I don’t see in many games. 
Also non-binary people.

—USER MK

I see so many comments about the most 
recent game, and how there's a woman 
protagonist. Like, God forbid, a woman's 
main character. Or, Assassin's Creed, the 
new game, a lot of comments about how 
it's too woke, or whatever.

—USER LL

Emile

 Indie-Gamer

About

19 Houston, TX

BA Non-binary

User Persona: Gamer

Description

Emile, a disabled, non-binary, low-income gamer, 

needs to feel seen and respected through games that 

reflect their identity because they are exhausted by an 

industry that constantly overlooks them. They crave 

genuine connection in a space that often feels hostile 

and exclusionary.

Pain points

� Toxic behavior, lack of moderation, and inaccessible 

community spaces make it difficult to engage safely 

and meaningfully�

� They are priced out of new indie games that do not 

go on sale as frequently, limiting their ability to 

participate in gaming conversations or support 

developers that reflect their values.

“I feel like I’m not really part of the 

gaming community, but I wish I could 

be. A sub community at least.”

Emile

 Indie-Gamer

About

28 LA, CA

MFA Woman

User Persona: Developer

Description

Rosa, a feminist gamer striving to become a full-time 

indie developer, needs to feel that her creative voice is 

respected, uplifted, and capable of influencing the 

gaming industry. Despite creating personal games that 

challenge sexist and racist tropes, she faces downvotes, 

harassment, and invisibility on platforms that prioritize 

mainstream, male-centered titles.


Pain points

� Her work is often buried on major platforms that 

favor high-budget, mainstream titles�

� Gendered and racial harassment harms her 

emotionally, impacts the perceived legitimacy of her 

work, and reduces her motivation to keep creating.

Creators are under-appreciated and 

underrepresented. There are a lot of 

talented devs that don’t get visibility.

These personas helped me go beyond surface-level needs and encapsulate my users' 
emotional and psychological experiences. Emile's search for belonging and Rosa's fight for 

visibility highlights how systemic hostility in gaming spaces impacts marginalized players 

and creators. 



Through my empathy research, it became clear that while many alternative platforms for 

indie games exist, most players still depend on mainstream marketplaces like Steam. 

Despite the presence of trolls and toxic behavior, users prefer these platforms because of 

their vast libraries, ease of access, and social features. This insight helped me narrow the 

focus of my project. Rather than designing an entirely new indie-specific platform, my 

ideas will center on improving the user experience on mainstream marketplaces. My goal is 

to make these spaces more welcoming, equitable, and supportive, meeting users where 

they already are rather than asking them to abandon the platforms they rely on.

Ideate

Generating 100 ideas focused on the needs of my two personas 

through various brainstorming methods and co-creation with users.

Brainstorming 100 Solutions

Co-Creation with Users

I applied methods such as Mind Mapping, Lightning Demos, the 

3Is (Illegal, Immoral, Impossible) exercise, Superheroes/
Superbrands, and Crazy 8s to push beyond obvious solutions. I 

incorporated generative AI tools to help explore alternative 

directions and expand my thinking. As AI becomes increasingly 

integrated into UX practices and the tech industry, it is critical to 

understand how to use these tools effectively and to engage with 

their ethical implications. AI systems often mirror the biases of 

the people and data that shape them, reinforcing existing 

inequalities (Bias in Computer Systems.Pdf, 1996), and their high 

energy consumption contributes significantly to environmental 

harm (Explained, 2025). Therefore, I approached AI as a tool to be 

used thoughtfully and minimally, balancing innovation with a 

commitment to equity and sustainability.

I used co-creation as a primary methodology for ideation. This approach reflects the 

principles of Design Justice, emphasizing co-creation with the communities affected by the 

design (Costanza-Chock, 2020). Rather than positioning users as passive participants, I 

involved them as active collaborators throughout the design process. Co-designing with 

users removes traditional hierarchies and allows everyone to participate at the same level, 

fostering shared ownership over the ideas generated. This approach helps build trust and 

increases the likelihood of real community buy-in(Inclusive Design for a Digital World, 

2019). During interviews, I asked users what their ideal solutions to the issues they brought 

up would look like, leading to several innovative suggestions.

A system where people who post the most detailed 
reviews can be like certified reviewers. So you can 
get a sense of how good a game is by how good 
their certified reviewer is.

—USER SQ

A game store inspired by Markiplier’s series 
where he highlights indie games, a section 
that spotlights and uplifts lesser-known titles.

—USER PL

A platform modeled after Tinder, where 
games would be suggested based on a 
player's preferences and profile, and 
players could swipe right on games they 
wanted to try.

—USER VP

Prototype and Test

Bringing to life 3 promising ideas and gathering user feedback.

Idea 1: Reviewer Reward System

The Reviewing Reward System idea is a points-

based reward system for users who 

consistently leave thoughtful reviews on indie 

games. I created a low-fidelity paper prototype 

to gather user feedback and assess initial 

product-market fit. The prototype on the right 

included a mock-up of a Reviewer Profile page, 

displaying a user's total points, review history, 

and badges earned. It also featured an 

instructions section explaining how points 

could be earned: +10 points for writing detailed 

reviews, +5 points for receiving upvotes from 

other players, and +15 points for posting the 

first review of a new indie game.


User 1

Initially confused by the "Reviewer Stats" 
label ("I’ve never seen something like this 

before"), but excited once the concept was 

explained. They said they would be more 

likely to leave reviews if they could earn 

rewards like free games or early access to 

upcoming titles. They suggested that 

popular streamers or YouTubers should 

also be eligible to automatically level up. 

They highlighted that indie games often 

suffer from a lack of reviews, and that 

incentivizing reviews could help players 

feel more confident trying new titles.  

User 3

Appreciated the idea for addressing the issue of “fake hype” caused by paid 

promotions. They suggested allowing players to follow verified reviewers and see their 

top recommended games. They also proposed only 2 points per review to discourage 

review spamming, and verifying that users actually played the game before submitting 

a review. While they personally don’t enjoy writing reviews ("I never know what to say"), 

they said they would be more likely to contribute if the system offered pre-generated 

prompts or rating scales ("Rate the aesthetic quality out of 10").  

User 2

Described themselves as an “avid game 

tester” and said they already review 

games for fun; getting rewarded would be 

a major bonus. They liked the idea of 

being “certified” based on the quality of 

their reviews. They suggested allowing 

points to be earned by publishing games 

as well, recognizing that developers bring 

unique insights to reviewing. For rewards, 

they suggested being able to purchase 

avatars, merchandise, or support featured 

indie developers with their points. 

Method: Paper Prototyping

Question: How might we encourage meaningful engagement with indie 

games through a reward system?


Procedure: Show users the paper prototype and ask them to talk through their 

impressions in real time. Ask follow-up questions: What ways would you like to 

earn points? What kinds of rewards would you want to redeem points for? 

Would a feature like this motivate you to leave more reviews?


Idea 2: Virtual Indie-Game Festival

The second idea is a Virtual Indie-Game 

Festival, a digital celebration of indie games 

where users can dress up avatars, hang out in 

a virtual venue, and try new short indie games 

that are released on the experience weekly. 

For this idea, I created a simulated role-

playing scenario to test how users interact 

with the concept in a game setting.

User 1

Understood the basic layout ("I’m 

guessing I’m a person who can go to any 

of these places") but felt overwhelmed by 

the open-ended nature of the lobby, 

preferring clear goals and storylines. They 

prefer games where they are given 

specific missions. They also noted that 

character appeal is important, suggesting 

that more attractive or visually interesting 

avatars would enhance player investment. 

They recommended giving characters a 

backstory or life to make the experience 

more compelling ("why would I be me in 

this world when I could be me in the real 

world?").

User 3

Enjoyed having a variety of options like dancing and 

dressing up. They were confused by the “portal” 

label and suggested that surprises might actually 

make the experience more exciting. They 

emphasized wanting to create an avatar and 

suggested combining the dress-up and avatar 

creation steps. They expressed hesitations about 

interacting with other players due to past 

experiences with toxicity in online spaces (“nasty” 

and “racist” players). They proposed adding a 

mystery-driven game mode like a murder mystery 

to make the lobby more engaging.

User 2

Compared the experience to Club 

Penguin, the freedom to explore. Said they 

would prioritize creating a “cool” or “cute” 

avatar for fun and for online safety 

reasons. They suggested the dress-up 

area and avatar creation should be 

combined and that surprise game 

releases would keep players engaged. 

They also suggested that after a game’s 

trial period ended, players should still be 

able to view but not play past games, 

encouraging purchases. Finally, they 

emphasized the importance of saving 

avatars between sessions.  

Method: Role-Playing Simulation

Question: How might we make finding new indie games as exciting as playing video 

games with friends?

Procedure: Ask users to act out what they would do when entering the space and talk 
through their impressions as they explore the environment. The simulation included 
creating a personalized avatar, exploring a virtual lobby featuring different zones 
(dance floor, dress-up closet, portals to game spaces), playing a featured game, 
and optionally leaving comments and interacting with other players. Follow-up 
questions: How do you feel about social interaction in the space? How could this 
experience be more engaging or safe? 

Idea 3: Wishlist UX Redesign

The third idea focuses on improving the UX/UI 

of Steam's Wishlist feature, which almost all 

users mentioned they frequently use to keep 

track of games they want to play. I facilitated 

a user-driven prototyping session to co-

create an ideal wishlist experience for this 

idea.

User 1

 Envisioned a wishlist similar to a Notion 

checklist, where users can track which 

games they have already purchased or 

played. They wanted a private log of 

personal reviews for games, similar to 

Letterboxd, without needing to post them 

publicly. Additionally, they suggested a 

feature to add to the Wishlist that 

recommends new games similar to those 

already on the wishlist to help with game 

discovery.

User 3

Focused heavily on discounts and trends. They 

wanted games currently on sale to 

automatically float to the top of the wishlist, 

making it easier to spot deals. They expressed 

how they like it when Steam emails when games 

on their Wishlist go on sale. They also wanted 

trending games to be highlighted so they can 

keep up with what the gaming community is 

playing, which also influences their buying 

decisions.

User 2

Prioritized quick access to information. 

Wanted to be able to expand game details  

from the wishlist without navigating to 

separate pages. They preferred a default 

setting where the most recently added 

games appear at the top, rather than 

needing to sort manually. Because they 

typically keep a small wishlist (5–10 

games), they didn't want extensive sorting 

filters. 

Method: User-Driven Prototyping

Question: In what ways might a new wishlist structure improve game discovery and 

tracking?

Procedure: Ask users to sketch their ideal version of a wishlist page and talk through 
their design choices. Follow-up questions: What features did you include and why 
are they important to you? 


Iterate

Create a medium-fidelity prototype incorporating the user feedback 

from the first round of testing.

Wireframe

User Testing

After testing all three concepts, I pursued the Reviewer Reward System as the primary 

solution because it received the strongest positive reactions and inspired the most 

specific, actionable feedback. This idea directly addresses the needs of my two user 

personas by promoting a more intentional space for indie game discovery. By 

incentivizing reviews, I hope this system motivates players to share thoughtful feedback. 

To further develop the idea, I created a refined wireframe of the Reviewer Profile Page. 

The prototype features a stats overview and level progress tracker, a featured review, 

favorite games, and a points bank. It also has a menu where users can access all of their 

reviews, their wishlist, and the shop where they can redeem their points.

User 1: I think this one is so much better than the 
previous one since I am not a fan of dark mode 
backgrounds. It's more direct, and more close to 
my intuition. Like I said in your previous interview, 
I will feel very disappointed and annoyed when I 
can't find the function that I want on the page 
that I think it's supposed to be. This revised 
version seems better in finding all the functions I 
need. However, I can't fully determine it since this 
is only a screenshot of one page of the website. 
Am I allowed to have my profile private or no?

User 3: This layout feels very intuitive. I know 
where to look to find my past reviews, my 
wishlist, or the shop. I’m wondering if my “favorite 
games” are ones I chose to put there or games 
that I play most often. I don’t know if I would want 
to see them there but maybe I want to see all my 
activity instead like how Twitter, or X, does it. The 
missions thing is fun. I like being directed on what 
to do and earning points for different types of 
games. I might try games that I wouldn’t usually 
try to earn points. I do wish there was stricter 
moderation on my reviews because I’ve gotten 
harassed before on game forums.

User 4: I know this isn’t the final design but I’m 
wondering if I could customize my profile and 
background to make it look better. Visuals are 
very important to me, even in the games I choose 
to play. I wish I could search through my own 
reviews too because I’ve left a lot of them. I don’t 
know what I would search by, maybe key words 
or if I know the game that I left a review on. It 
seems like there’s a lot going on on this page. I 
don’t know what I would take away, maybe 
favorite games because I don’t need to access 
my favorite games once I’ve downloaded them.

User 2: I like seeing everything in one place, all 
the reviews I’ve left, my wishlist and my profile 
information. I feel like I’m actually doing 
something by writing reviews, like working 
towards something. I want to see what’s in the 
shop though so I see if I even want to buy 
anything with the points I earn. I also don’t know 
what the badges mean or how I can get them. I’m 
assuming if I write more reviews I can earn them 
but I don’t know. The “level 4”’ sounds cool but 
does unlock anything or give you perks?

Method: Exploratory User Testing

Question: How intuitive and motivating is the reviewer profile interface for 

users who leave indie game reviews?

Procedure: Ask users to interact with the wireframe, encouraging them to think 
aloud as they explore each section. Observe where they move their mouse 
how they interact with the page. Follow up questions: How could the layout be 
improved? What would you like to see in this section? What wouldn’t you like to 
see? 

Final Designs

Integrating the feedback from the second round of user testing, design 

a high-fidelity prototype of the chosen solution.

Profile Screen

Review Game Screen

User Feedback

In the last round of testing, users liked the intuitive navigation and sense of progress in 

leveling up. They wanted more control over privacy, better explanations of features, and 

clearer incentives for earning XP. Users also expressed that the "Favorite Games" feature 

was unnecessary but wanted a way to browse their reviews. These insights shaped the 

design of the final prototype. 

Above is the prototype for the Profile Screen, designed to celebrate and motivate user 

participation in the indie game community. At the top, the screen displays key user stats: 

profile picture, total XP, reviewer level, and follower count, which create a sense of 

accomplishment and identity. Users can decide whether they want this to be a social 

space by customizing privacy settings to control who sees their activity. The navigation 

menu lets users access their reviews, wishlist, and the XP shop. The "Achievements" tab is 

active on the current screen, showcasing their top-rated review and collectible emblems 

purchased with XP. To the right, a Missions panel suggests specific ways users can gain 

more XP, such as reviewing lesser-known games or writing detailed feedback. The 

screen blends personal expression, social networking, and gamification to encourage 

thoughtful participation in gaming marketplaces. 

This screen shows the "leave a review" feature, designed to make leaving feedback 

quick, meaningful, and rewarding. Users rate the game using a 5-star system, followed 

by a text box for written feedback. Below that, optional 3-point scales let users rate the 

game based on key traits they care about: visuals, characters, storytelling, replayability, 

and accessibility. Next to the "Submit Review" button, users are shown how much XP they 

will earn and why, which adds transparency to the system. 

User 1: I like having access to all my activity on the profile page, very 
convenient.  I like the emblems and how they can personalize my profile. I 
would definitely use my XP on them. I also like that I can change my privacy 
to friends only. I’m not someone who want my information to be public but I 
do want my friends to see my reviews like they do on Letterboxd. On the 
review screen, the option to rate things like accessibility or visuals is 
awesome. That’s the kind of info I look for when deciding what to play, 
especially as someone who needs clear information about accessibility. 

Store Community Profile Support

Rate Genshin Impact

Write your review

What is the game like?

+30XP for indie game review

Visuals

Characters

Storytelling

Replayability

Accessibility

very good

23/200 max characters

Review tips

Optional

Submit Review

My favorite thing about this game is...

Leave a Review

User 3: Both screens feel really simple and clear, which I 
appreciate. For the total XP I’m a little confused. If I spend it in the 
shop will the total XP on the profile screen go down? Or will it 
always get higher and just the XP I can spend in the shop just go 
down? It would be nice if my top-rated tags appeared somewhere 
on my profile so people could see what kinds of games I usually 
play. On the review screen, I want to make sure I know what the 
dots mean. Does 3 dots mean good? Maybe that could be clearer.  

User 2: Oooo, the profile looks pretty, kind of like a video game but also like 
my instagram profile. I like having missions, it reminds me of a battle pass, 
but for reviewing. I wish I could see everything in the store so I know what I 
can spend XP on. The review screen is clear. I like that rating the traits is 
optional, but I might prefer to use those over writing something. I’m not 
much of a writer, so if I could just rate certain aspects of the game I would 
like that. I like how it shows how much XP I’m going to earn. I wish it also 
showed how close I am to unlocking the next level.

Next Steps

Learnings

Thank You’s

Reach out to Steam and other relevant companies to share my findings, highlighting 

how the reviewer system could enhance inclusivity, engagement, and discoverability 

on their platform.

Share my process and findings with participating users, thanking them for their help 

and inviting final reflections.

Publish the project as a case study on my portfolio to showcase the HCD process and 

final user-driven solution.

Continuous user involvement is key: Including users throughout the process, even in 

POV development and prototype design, helped build trust and genuine connection. 

This led to more relevant and user-driven solutions.

Preparation leads to better conversations: Doing early research on gaming 

marketplaces, indie gaming, and community dynamics helped me ask specific 

questions and understand the context behind users’ frustrations.

The gaming community cares deeply: I was struck by how invested users were in the 

project and how generously they shared their stories, challenges, and ideas. Even 

users outside of my college, people I had never met until I reached out in online 

communities, were willing to share their experiences and get involved in the project.

My Users: First, I want to thank my users — whether you met with me once, shared your 

thoughts online, or stayed involved throughout the entire project. Your time, vulnerability, 

and creativity were invaluable to this work. I’m grateful for your willingness to share your 

experiences, offer honest feedback, and push the project to be more impactful.

My Advisors: Thank you to my advisors, Shannon, Dani, and Brian, for encouraging me 

throughout the year and supporting my wish to explore gaming, even though it wasn’t your 

personal area of expertise. I appreciate the time you took to meet with me and your 

thoughtful engagement throughout. Your practical wisdoms helped me stay focused while 

your belief in me and this project motivated me to do the work right.

My Friends and Family: It’s three in the morning right now, and I can’t wait to tell you all this 

is submitted when you wake up. Thank you for listening to my rants and telling me what I 

didn’t want to hear. Thank you for supporting me and this unconventional major that I still 

can’t explain very well. Thank you for raising me to care about people and the world, to be 

connected to community and in service to others.
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Thank YOU
For Reading

“The #GamerGate controversy 
was not just about gaming, but 
about the power to define the 
culture of gaming, who belongs in 
it, and how it is discussed publicly.”

— from Torill Elvira Mortensen's paper Anger, 
Fear, and Games: The Long Event of #GamerGate:

— in-depth analysis of mainstream discovery platforms

— High-level Analysis of the various platform types
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This is an example review of a game for this prototype - 
detailed, thoughtful, and respectful. The gameplay was 
super quick and engaging. I loved the open-world aspect. 
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