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Abstract
Video games are the digital entertainment resource most in demand by young peo-
ple, which has led an increasing number of education experts to study their possible 
benefits. In particular, in this research, we set out to identify the potential of ‘Papers, 
Please’ to promote moral learning. Thus, we have tried to identify those objectives 
that go beyond the success in the video game and could favor moral learning. For 
this purpose, we have investigated what types of moral discourses arise from play-
ing ‘Papers, Please’, a video game where you adopt the role of a customs inspector 
in a totalitarian state who must obtain the necessary money to fund their family. 
To do this, we analyzed the moral content of 1,560 player reviews. Results showed 
that only 4.94% of the reviews presented Moral Intuitions (moral content), which 
occurred more in the players who had played longer and had declared more Negative 
Emotions. As for the analysis of the Moral Intuitions, results showed that the play-
ers mainly made references to Care for both Family and Immigrants and point out 
the Authority of the State. However, Fairness/Cheating is less represented, despite 
the many events related to Immigrant discrimination. Through Exploratory Factor 
Analysis, we identified three dimensions, one of them pragmatic, oriented to success 
in the video game, and the others aimed at epistemic aspects beyond the objectives 
of the video game and that delve into the moral aspects of the game events. Hence, 
although spontaneous video game use is oriented toward pragmatic goals, ‘Papers, 
Please’ can guide players to think about the morality of the video game. Neverthe-
less, if we want to favor moral learning with ‘Papers, Please’, it is necessary to pro-
mote epistemic goals aimed at the explicitation of the morality that underlies the 
video game. To this end, we propose the application of scaffolding that favors these 
objectives.
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1 Introduction

1.1  Video games and attitudinal learning

Video games (VG) are one of the digital entertainment resources most in demand 
by young people, being the cultural industry that produces the most economic 
benefits worldwide (AEVI, 2019). Young people dedicate a lot of time to their 
use, and this has meant that increasingly more experts have considered the impli-
cations that they have on cognitive, affective, and social development, as well as 
their possible educational potential (Boyle et al., 2016; Clark et al., 2016; Mayer, 
2019).

One of the most controversial areas regarding the consequences of using VG 
is social learning. For example, Anderson et al. (2010), through a meta-analytic 
review of 130 studies based on over 130,000 participants, identified that violent 
VG are a risk factor for developing aggressive behavior, cognition, and affect. In 
the same way, there are related to a decrease in empathy and pro-social behavior. 
Another more recent meta-analysis by Prescott et  al, (2018), in which 24 stud-
ies with over 17,000 participants were included, confirmed that exposure over 
time to violent games increases aggressive behaviors (see also Addo, et al., 2021; 
Coyne & Stockdale, 2021; Medeiros, et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). However, 
other studies do not identify such behavioral changes in the use of violent VG 
(López-Fernández et al., 2021; Ferguson & Wang, 2021; Goodson et al., 2021). 
This fact evidences that the literature is alarming about these negative effects of 
VG unnecessarily.

In contrast to this tendency to somehow associate violent VG with negative 
effects, some authors have similarly studied that the use of pro-social VG pro-
duces positive effects on social learning. For example, Passmore and Holder 
(2014) reviewed studies that identified that pro-social VG favor  priming  that 
increases these pro-social attitudes. On the other hand, Krcmar and Cingel (2016) 
found that those who played more VG with moral content made greater reference 
to these aspects. But not only that, Sofia and Klimenco (2019) also evidenced 
that those players who had more experience using VG in general identified eas-
ier moral content. Based on these results that highlight the potential of VG for 
these positive learning, movements such as Games for change are working for 
the creation and use of VG that deal with real-world issues, foster empathy, and 
drive social change (Burak & Parker, 2017). In this sense, they develop the White 
papers surveying the impact landscape of XR (Games for change, 2020) from 
which different initiatives aimed at this social change are enunciated through the 
creation of VG that favor empathy such as 1000 Cut Journey or Becoming Home-
less: A Human Experience, in which it is a question of reflecting respectively on 
racism and homelessness.

From these results, we can conclude that VG promote different attitudes 
depending on the type of activity they require from the player. While learning 
positive attitudes is promoted in pro-social VG, the results of anti-social attitudes 
are promoted by violent games. However, it is noteworthy that these results do 



1 3

Education and Information Technologies 

not appear to be conclusive. It is not clear if pro-social or anti-social VG promote 
an attitudinal change permanently. In the same way, there is no evidence that VG 
favor a real moral change that supports the new behaviors, which makes us won-
der in this work about such questions.

Knowing the possible benefits of these resources for pro-social learning is above 
all relevant to the area of education. Organizations such as UNESCO (2017) high-
light the importance of promoting the culture of peace and non-violence, valuing 
cultural diversity, and learning to live together in equality and inclusion in schools. 
Unfortunately, the teaching of values is insufficient in schools (Bourke et al., 2020; 
Gill & Thompson, 2021; Gómez, 2017). On the one hand, this is due to the lack of 
importance attached to attitudinal learning in the classroom, and on the other hand, 
the lack of teacher training in promoting such learning.

The teaching of values at school has been traditionally carried out through arti-
ficially created situations such as role-playing or the use of moral dilemmas in the 
best of cases (Puig & Martín, 1998; Schein, 2020). However, the most frequent 
method is to observe mere reproductive teaching of theoretical content or behaviors 
(Rossini and Peiró-i-Gregòri, 2015). In any case, all these activities lack connection 
with the real experiences of students, which makes it difficult to transfer them to real 
contexts (Cuhadar & Kampf, 2014).

Nevertheless, VG can deal with these limitations and consequently favor moral 
learning (Darvasi, 2016). By their characteristics, they have the potential to reduce 
this lack of contextualization. While moral education tends to promote Abstract, 
Amodal, and Arbitrary learning (Pozo, 2017), by teaching abstract moral princi-
ples often disconnected from students’ personal experience, the teaching through 
VG favors an embodied learning that seems necessary to transform students’ val-
ues (Georgiou & Ioannou, 2019; Lindgren & Johnson-Glenberg, 2013; Pozo, 
2017). From the 4E cognition perspective (Pozo, 2017; Rowlands, 2010) VG favor 
an embodied experience in an avatar or character, which turns the player into an 
enactive agent, who learns through their actions in the VG. Moreover, these actions 
are embedded in a given context, which allows us to immediately verify the conse-
quences of these actions and to be mediated or extended in a symbolic device (with 
its dynamics, narratives, etcetera).

These intrinsic characteristics favor that within the closed system of the VG itself, 
situations can arise that lead players to become aware of the moral consequences 
of their decisions. In this way, the embodied activity deployed in the VG can help 
players to understand themselves situated in society and thus determine the limits of 
their social behaviors (Sicart, 2011).

However, this awareness cannot be achieved thanks only to the intrinsic charac-
teristics of VG. This type of goal, which can be defined as pragmatic goals (Cabellos 
et  al., 2021a; Author, under review), by focusing only on succeeding in the game 
mechanics, does not help players to pay attention to events in the game that may be 
of moral interest, nor encourage them to reflect upon them. Therefore, the transfer-
ence of the game experience to other off-line contexts is hindered. This means play-
ers do not view the game as a moral activity (Formosa et al., 2016).

In this sense, other authors (Barzilai, 2017; de Aldama & Pozo, 2020; Cabellos 
et  al., 2021a) highlight the importance of promoting an epistemic approach, aligned 
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with the explanation of the morality that underlies the events and behaviors conducted, 
intending to allow them to deepen the values underlying their behaviors. In other 
words: it is necessary to start from these initial behaviors to make explicit the moral 
decisions taken in the game and thus have the opportunity to reconstruct their morality 
(Cuhadar & Kampf, 2014).

From our position, it is needed to promote mechanisms that allow the reconstruc-
tion of the representations that the game activates. For this, we must incorporate scaf-
foldings that guide us toward epistemic goals that promote reflection or moral reason-
ing about the game events, activating the players’ morale. In this way, it is intended 
that players modify their experience in the VG and new ways of representing moral 
events are promoted. This mechanism could make up for the limited results obtained in 
research about learning with VG, which tend to point to factual learning (Boyle et al., 
2016; Clark et al., 2016; Mayer, 2019) or immediate spontaneous behaviors (Passmore 
& Holder, 2014).

1.2  Is ‘Papers, Please’ a moral VG?

One of the most studied commercial VG as a resource to promote pro-social learning 
is’Papers, Please,’ developed by Pope (2013). In this VG, the player assumes the role 
of a customs inspector in a fictitious totalitarian state, in which they will receive dif-
ferent regulations that must be complied with in terms of whether to allow the entry 
of migrants from different countries. Once a game day is over, you receive a certain 
amount of money, depending on the number of people served, and the number of mis-
takes made when reviewing the documentation that immigrants provide. This income is 
the economic sustenance of the worker’s family, which is necessary to keep them alive 
and continue the game. Therefore, the pragmatic goal of the game, aimed at achiev-
ing success in it, will be to try to do our job as well as possible to avoid a fatal out-
come. However, as the game progresses, there is an opportunity to earn extra money by 
engaging in illegal activities. In addition, many immigrants will begin to relate the dif-
ficult circumstances that force them to cross the border, which may come to condition 
the decision making, according to the moral criteria of the player. These circumstances 
offer an ideal breeding ground for the appearance of other types of goals: the epistemic 
goals, aimed at moral reasoning on the events that have occurred.

In this way, ‘Papers, Please’ presents us with the dilemma of taking care of the fam-
ily, being an exemplary worker at the service of the state, or protecting immigrants.

However, we must not forget that the dynamics of the VG itself are oriented towards 
the player putting himself in the shoes of an official in an oppressive totalitarian state in 
which immigrants are threats to our survival and that of our own family.

1.3  Does ‘Papers, Please’ really promote pro‑social learning?

As we have noted, ‘Papers, Please’ has been considered a pro-social VG in the sense 
that it is an interactive critique of a totalitarian state that oppresses its workers and 
mistreats immigrants trying to cross the border (Formosa et al., 2016).
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However, some empirical studies question whether this VG promotes pro-social 
learning. For example, Peña et al., (2018); Peña and Hernández Pérez, 2020) inves-
tigated whether playing ‘Papers, Please’ influenced attitudes towards immigration, 
obtaining negative results in all dimensions. These studies revealed that players who 
positioned themselves as customs inspectors, which is what the game promotes, had 
more negative attitudes towards immigrants. This fact would be in line with those 
results that we expect from using ‘Papers, Please’ with a pragmatic objective; hav-
ing to put oneself in the shoes of the customs officer and focus on getting money to 
keep the family alive and consequently to have success in the VG. In this way, it is 
promoted that the players anchor themselves in the role of the customs inspector and 
only pay attention to the aspects that have relevance to this character, which means 
that the taking of perspective regarding the situation of immigrants is not consid-
ered. In this sense, Chen and Koek (2020) corroborate this idea. These authors iden-
tified that those people who played the role of customs inspector worsened their 
attitudes toward immigrants. However, those who positioned themselves from the 
perspective of immigrants improved their positions toward them.

However, these studies coincide in that they were conducted with samples in 
which playing conditions were delimited by the researcher, which is not an accu-
rate representation of how players use this VG. We consider that to get a true under-
standing of VG potential, we should pay attention to spontaneous play that is done 
freely over time. Therefore, as Farber and Schrier (2017) suggest, to determine 
whether critical consciousness is promoted, empirical research on game reception 
in real contexts is required. In this sense, McKernan (2019) went to a forum to ana-
lyze the reviews identified about the VG ‘Papers, Please’. This analysis was carried 
out from a sociological perspective, looking at how much attention was devoted 
to socio-political issues and specifically how immigration-related issues were dis-
cussed. In this work, using a similar methodology, based on analyzing spontane-
ous play, we will analyze the potential of the VG to promote moral learning. Spe-
cifically, we want to identify if this spontaneous game can go beyond the pragmatic 
game of success in the VG and reach an epistemic potential that guides reflection on 
those moral events that make players rethink the actions conducted.

1.4  How do we analyze the moral content of the discourses on ‘Papers, Please’?

To achieve this objective, we have relied on Haidt’s (2001) conceptualization of 
Moral Intuition. This intuition consists of an evaluative feeling about a moral 
judgment that is carried out without any conscious reasoning. It is an effective, 
stable thought that allows us to make quick judgments, similar to the function-
ing of the system I (Kahneman, 2011) or implicit mind (Pozo, 2017). From our 
perspective, the pragmatic goals of VG favor the activation of this system I. Haidt 
also points out that these moral judgments sometimes require a more elaborate 
justification which is identified with Moral Reasoning, which is more reflec-
tive, slower, and requires greater cognitive effort, similar to system II (Kahne-
man, 2011) or explicit mind (Pozo, 2017). For Haidt, this reasoning is carried 
out to justify to others the Moral Intuition. From our position, favoring epistemic 
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goals through scaffolding can promote this Moral Reasoning due to the neces-
sity of making explicit the morality that underlies the VG. However, in the same 
way, this scaffolding also favors a greater activation of Moral Intuitions since 
it emphasizes this moral aspect (de Aldama, 2020), which is not present in the 
design of ‘Papers, Please’.

Likewise, Moral Intuitions refer to different moral aspects. According to Haidt 
(2012), there are five Moral Foundations present in all societies that have pre-
vailed over others due to their adaptive power to the environment. They constitute 
the moral support of all individuals to a greater or lesser extent.

These five Moral Foundations (Care/Harm, Fairness/Cheating, Loyalty/
Betrayal, Authority/Subversion, and Sanctity/Degradation) present positive and 
negative poles. According to Haidt, evolution would have favored the individu-
als who showed a better balance between these poles, with a better adaptation to 
the environment and survival. Thus, all moral manifestations of people would be 
explained by these fundamentals.

Moral Intuitions are activated as emotional responses to situations that require 
moral judgment. Therefore, moralizing an action has its origin in an emotional 
response. Haidt (2012), in this sense, points out some of the Emotions underlying 
these Moral Foundaments. However, he does not make an exhaustive review of 
them. A complete classification of these possible emotional responses is proposed 
by Liew and Turtle (2016) who, from the analysis of 15,553 tweets, identified 28 
Emotions which are presented in Table 1, and that would represent the emotional 
range experienced by the human.

In this paper, we try to identify, through a blog of a VG platform, the reviews 
with moral content extracted from a set of player reviews of’Papers, Please.’ To 
do so, we focus on the Moral Intuitions identified. Likewise, all the reviews were 
coded according to the Playing time, and the Emotions that appeared in them.

On the other hand, the Moral Intuitions were analyzed in detail. For this pur-
pose, we consider the Moral Foundations related to these Emotions and the Top-
ics, the Social systems, and the Behaviors manifested during the VG use. Like-
wise, we identify the perspective adopted by the player in his/her comments. 
We studied the frequency of these codifications, how they were related to each 
other and whether they were grouped in different dimensions that could be related 
to the pragmatic and epistemic objectives from which you can play to ‘Papers, 
Please’. Specifically, we set ourselves the following objectives:

Table 1  List of emotions (Liew 
& Turtle, 2016) Admiration Doubt Hate Pride

Amusement Excitement Hope Regret
Anger Exhaustion Indifference Relaxed
Boredom Fascination Inspiration Sadness
Confidence Fear Jealousy Shame
Curiosity Gratitude Longing Surprise
Desperation Happiness Love Sympathy
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• Objective 1. To identify if the Moral Intuitions in the ‘Papers, Please’ reviews 
are related to the Playing time and the type of Emotions that are made explicit.

• Objective 2. To analyze the Moral Intuitions through the categories of analysis.

Objective 2.1. To identify how often the categories of analysis were referred to 
in the reviews with Moral Intuitions.
Objective 2.2. To identify how the categories of analysis were related among 
them.
Objective 2.3. To analyze whether the categories of analysis were grouped into 
latent variables that could be explained from the proposed theoretical frame-
work and to check how the reviews with Moral Intuitions were organized 
around them.

2  Material and methods

2.1  Task and procedure

To carry out the proposed study, we accessed the users’ reviews on the Steam plat-
form about ‘Papers, Please’. Steam is the digital store that mainly supplies this VG 
in Spain, and therefore, one of the platforms that most specific reviews of ‘Papers, 
Please’ provide in our language. Informed consent was not necessary since Steam 
data is public and keeps the anonymity of its participants (Bourgonjon, et al., 2015; 
de Wildt and Aupers, 2020; Fiesler & Proferes, 2018; Mo & Coulson, 2008).

We downloaded all the reviews of users in Spain from the time of publication of 
the game (August 8, 2013) to June 5, 2020. We obtained a total of 1,560 analyzable 
reviews. Next, in Fig. 1, we show how the data were organized and objectives 1 and 

Previous data 
analysis

1. Definition of Moral
Intuition through the
analysis of 224
reviews

2. Manual
categorization of the
1560 reviews
identifying 82 Moral
Intuitions in 77 cases.

Objetive 1.
3. Automatic identification of Emotions and comparison of their
frequency of appearance in reviews with and without Moral Intuitions
(comparison of Relative Frequencies).

4. Manual identification of playing time and analysis of correlations
between Playing time and reviews with and without Moral Intuitions
(Chi-square test).

Objetive 2
5. Manual categorization of the 82 Moral Intuitions through a system
of analysis categories.

6. Analysis of the frequency of appearance of each category and if
there were correlations between them (Chi-square/ Fisher test).

7. Identification of latent variables in the category system that refer to
the pragmatic or epistemic use of the VG (Exploratory Factor
Analysis). Analysis of correlation beetwen factors (Pearson bivariate
correlation test).

8. Identification of clusters in the reviews (K-mean test). Identification
if cluster groups affect to the factors (ANOVA test).

Fig. 1  Synthesis of the methodology carried out for the objectives of the study
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2 were carried out. Also, in the next paragraph, we detail all these methodological 
aspects.

We classified these 1,560 reviews according to the presence of moral content. 
For this purpose, two of the authors analyzed the first 224 references. From this first 
analysis, we reached the agreement that to identify moral content, at least one Moral 
Intuition (Haidt, 2001) had to be present. This category was operationalized as any 
explicit moral evaluation (something is "good" or "bad") in the VG. Likewise, we 
also consider such as Moral Intuition the pieces of text which included Emotions 
linked to a moral event. An example of these conditions can be found in the follow-
ing table (Table 2).

Finally, we obtained a total of 82 Moral Intuitions in 77 cases. These 77 cases, as 
proposed in objective 1, were contrasted with the remaining1,483 (without Moral 
Intuitions) in terms of playing time and the emotions they presented, using the com-
plete list developed by Liew and Turtle (2016). Both data were obtained from the 
Steam metadata and analyzed by automatic methods.

Next, to carry out objective 2, we analyzed in detail the 82 Moral Intuitions 
from the design of a system of categories that would allow us to probe into the 
data obtained. For its design, we used deductive and inductive methods. Based 
on a preliminary version (Cabellos et al., 2021b), we re-defined the categories 
and carried out an interjudge agreement with three authors taking 18% of the 
Moral Intuitions. We obtained a Kappa agreement of 0.83. These categories can 
be reviewed in Table 3. In Appendix Table 6, we have included a review exam-
ple for each category.

As we have already mentioned, Moral Intuition requires the activation of 
Emotions. To analyze what these Emotions were, we reused the Emotion list 
of Liew and Turtle. However, in a first exploratory analysis, we identified that 
the occurrence of these Emotions could be reduced to a few categories with-
out the need to work with the 28. Thus, we created new, more broad catego-
ries that could more adequately group Emotions. We distinguished three types 
of Positive Emotions (Fun, Empathy, and Sympathy), five Negative Emo-
tions (Despair, Doubt, Indifference, Sadness, and Regret), and a category of 

Table 2  Examples of justification of Moral Intuitions

Examples Justification for the Moral Intuition

I would describe the experience with one word, 
hard. On many occasions, you must decide 
between a kind stranger, who seems a great 
person or having savings in case you have 
a difficult day, and you cannot buy food for 
your family. I think the game aims to make 
you feel the injustice that many people in the 
world are subjected to, and it achieves it

The reference to "injustice or hard" refers to an evalu-
ation of the moral event, in this case, a negative 
valorization

If they manage to stir us and we make the 
mistake of letting them pass, we will be fined, 
and we may even change the reality of the 
country

The emotion "stir" refers to a moral conflict in the game
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Table 3  Final analysis categories

Dimensions Categories

Moral Foundations Care/Harm Care

Harm

Fairness/ Cheating Fairness
Cheating

Loyalty/ Betrayal Loyalty
Betrayal

Authority/ Subversion Authority
Subversion

Sanctity/ Degradation Sanctity
Subversion

Emotions Positive Fun
Empathy
Sympathy

Negatives Despair
Doubt
Indifference
Sadness
Repentance

Nonspecific
Moral reasoning Moral reasoning
Social system Social system involved Family

State
Immigrants Victim

Threat
Conflict

Conduct adopted Pro-social
Anti-social

Topics In the game Welfare and security
Bureaucracy
Power of the nation
Inequality

Briberies
Crimes Illegitimacy

Cheating at the border
Transfer

Observer type Customs inspector
Third-person
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Nonspecific Emotions that included emotional reactions without specifying 
what type.

Likewise, these Moral Intuitions were classified according to the Moral Founda-
tions pointed out by Haidt (2012) in his Moral Foundation Theory: Care/Harm, Fair-
ness/Cheating, Loyalty/Betrayal, Authority/Subversion, Sanctity/Degradation. For 
our analysis, we have started from the definitions proposed by this author, which we 
summarize in Table 4.

Finally, these Moral Intuitions could be justified by reflection or Moral Reason-
ing, so we established a category referring to this process.

On the other hand, as we have pointed out, in ‘Papers, Please’ there are three 
Social systems affected by the actions we take: the Family, the State, and the Immi-
grants. Allowing Immigrant border crossing will not only affect this Social sys-
tem but will also have negative consequences on our relationship with the State, 
impacting also negatively on the welfare of our Families. Likewise, accepting other 
sources of income will also have a positive impact on Family welfare. However, it 
again worsens our relationship with the State and maybe can affect the integrity of 
the Immigrants. For this reason, not only is it interesting to analyze the emergence 
of these social systems but also to identify the Conflicts among the parties.

Additionally, we consider that in this VG the appearance of Immigrants can 
be interpreted in 2 diverse ways: They can be understood as Victims who suf-
fer discrimination and inequality or as Threats that condition the security and 
equality of the members of the destination country (Benson, 2013).

On the other hand, Moral Intuitions are related to the acts carried out in the 
VG. However, these acts will not always aim to promote good but will some-
times result in behaviors that harm others. For this reason, we also distinguish 
whether the behavior carried out can be considered Pro-social or Anti-social. In 
this sense, we take the definition of González-Portal (2000) which highlights 
that pro-social behavior implies all positive social behavior with or without 
altruistic motivation. Likewise, we define anti-social behavior as those behav-
iors that have destructive consequences or harm others.

Another aspect to consider is the topics that are dealt with within ‘Papers, Please’. 
These topics have the potential to context the Moral Intuitions identified. To iden-
tify these topics, we played ‘Papers, Please’ and consulted studies that had analyzed 
this VG in-depth (e.g., Formosa et al., 2016). We identified the topics: Welfare and 

Table 4  Moral Foundations and their definitions (based on Haidt, 2012)

Moral Foundation Definition

Care/ Harm Sensitivity to suffering and need. It makes us despise cruelty and want to care for those who 
suffer

Fairness/ Cheating Sensitivity to facts that show differences between diverse groups and people. It makes us 
despise cheaters

Loyalty/ Betrayal Sensitivity and protection toward the people who form a group with the same interests and 
goals. It makes us despise those who are a threat to our group

Authority/ Subversion Sensitivity to rank or status; makes us aware if someone is behaving according to their status
Sanctity/ Degradation Sensitivity to that which may be harmful to the body or soul
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Security, Bureaucracy, Power of the Nation, Inequality, and Crime (which could 
refer to Bribery, Illegitimacy, or Cheating at the border). Likewise, these topics can 
be extrapolated to real contexts. In this sense, we consider it necessary to identify 
the Transference that the players make of the game events, which implies more com-
plex processing.

Finally, we added a category that would allow us to identify the role from which 
the review was written, and differentiated whether the players wrote as the Customs 
Inspector or a Third-person observer.

2.2  Data analysis

As we showed in Fig.  1, to carry out objective 1, the Moral Intuitions of the 
1,560 reviews were manually identified. Once the reviews with and without 
Moral Intuitions were identified, we proceeded to record the number of emo-
tions of the reviews through automatic analysis. For this purpose, we used 
Liew and Turtle’s list of emotions and their derived words. Then, we compared 
the Relative Frequency (RF) of the cases with references to Emotions in the 
reviews with Moral Intuitions (N = 77 cases) with the RF of Emotions in the 
cases without Moral Intuitions (N = 1483). The differences between these Rela-
tive Frequencies (RFdif) were also contrasted. Likewise, we identified the type 
of Emotions according to whether they were Positive, Negative, or Nonspeci-
fied. Again, we compared each type of Emotion with the cases with and with-
out Moral intuition.

We also analyzed whether the Playing time affected the number of Moral Intui-
tions. For this purpose, the Playing time was coded as a dichotomous variable, con-
sidering a Playing time under 10 h or 10 h or more. We think spending more than 
10 h playing implies knowing the mechanics of the VG and being able to deepen into 
the events of ‘Papers, Please’. The Chi-square test was used to identify the differences 
between the Playing time and the reviews that did or did not present Moral Intuitions.

As for objective 2, each Moral Intuition was coded as an independent case and 
analyzed manually using the categories designed. The data were coded as dichot-
omous variables, considering the option of belonging to the category or not. We 
analyzed the frequency for these categories (objective 2.1) and the relationships 
between them through contingency tables (objective 2.2). For this purpose, we used 
Chi-square and calculated the Adjusted Standardized Residuals (ASR) to determine 
the positive or negative relationship between categories. However, we have only 
explained the main correlations using the corrected standardized residuals which 
were equal to or above 4. Besides, all categories with a sample size of less than 10 
were excluded from this second analysis (Loyalty, Betrayal, Sanctity, Degradation, 
Moral reasoning, Inequality, and Transfer). Likewise, the Positive emotions (Fun, 
Empathy, and Sympathy) and Negative emotions (Regret, Despair, Doubt, Indiffer-
ence, and Sadness) were analyzed together in each emotional pole. Cheating at the 
border, Illegitimacy, and Briberies were analyzed as Crimes. Nevertheless, despite 
these groupings, sometimes, the 20% of expected frequencies were lower than 5. 
In these cases, the Fisher statistic was used. We also point out that the crossover 
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between the different Moral Foundations was controlled for the presence of con-
flict, since in this case, we are interested in identifying the confrontation between 
fundamentals.

Subsequently, an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was carried out to identify if 
the categories from which we analyzed the reviews were grouped according to some 
latent variable (objective 2.3). From our position, we believe that these categories could 
be grouped according to pragmatic, related to the success in the VG, or epistemic goals, 
which would be more related to the moral events that follow in ‘Papers, Please’. For this 
purpose, we introduced the following categories of analysis: (1) Conflict, (2) Negative 
Emotions (3), Positive Emotions, (4) Nonspecific Emotions, (5) Anti-social, (6) Pro-
social, (7) Third-person observer, (8) Customs inspector, (9) State, (10) Family, (11) 
Immigration, (12) Welfare and Security, (13) Bureaucracy, (14) Inequality, (15) Crimes, 
and (16) Power of the Nation. The Moral Foundations were not introduced as it would 
mean enlarging the model excessively. The criterion assumed to carry out the EFA is that 
for each variable introduced there should be at least 5 cases (Gorsuch, 1983). As we have 
82 Moral Intuitions, the ideal was not to exceed 16 variables in our model, which would 
have been inevitable by adding these categories. The criterion taken to exclude the Moral 
Foundations was they are related to Social systems. The State represents Authority/Sub-
version and Loyalty/Betrayal; the Family represents Care/Harm and Loyalty/Betrayal, and 
Immigration represents Care/Harm and Fairness/Cheating while Sanctity/Degradation is 
hardly represented in the analyzed reviews.

The EFA led us to exclude the Third-person observer category as it 
was complementary to the Customs inspector’s perspective category. The 
Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test was performed to check the adequacy of the data 
to the EFA. For factor extraction, we performed a Parallel Analysis. We used the 
WLSMV estimator and Geomin oblique rotation as well as tetrachoric correlations, 
suitable for dichotomous variables. Likewise, reliability analyses were carried out on 
the categories representing these factors, using the Omega statistic. Then, a Pearson 
bivariate correlation between the factors was performed to identify if there was any 
relationship between them. Finally, a K-means cluster analysis was carried out to group 
the reviews with Moral Intuitions obtained and thus investigate how players approach 
moral content in the VG. For this aim, we used the results of the EFA. We used NVivo 
for the coding; SPSS for the Chi-square and Fisher test, the K-means cluster analysis, 
and Pearson bivariate correlations; Mplus for the EFA and R studio for obtaining the 
results of the KMO test, the parallel analysis, and the reliability of the scales.

3  Results

3.1  Objective 1. To identify if the Moral Intuitions in the ‘Papers, Please’ reviews 
are related to the Playing time and the type of Emotions that are made 
explicit.

We identified 77 from 1560 cases that contained Moral Intuitions, accounting for 
4.94% of all reviews. Therefore, the game does not promote moral activity in most 
of the players even though the content of the game events is chiefly moral.
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Next, the frequency of Emotions expressed by the players was analyzed in 
the cases in which Moral Intuitions appeared and in those in which they did not. 
Proportionally, as expected, a higher frequency of Emotions was observed in the 
reviews that presented Moral Intuitions (n = 73, RF = 0.95) than in those that did not 
(n = 320, RF = 0.22)  (RFdif = 0.73). In particular, the differences for Negative Emo-
tions between reviews with Moral Intuitions (n = 44, p = 0.57) and those without 
(n = 201, RF = 0.14) were greater  (RFdif = 0.44) than the difference between Posi-
tive Emotions for cases with Moral Intuitions (n = 23, RF = 0.30) and without Moral 
Intuitions (n = 115, RF = 0.08)  (RFdif = 0.20). For Nonspecific Emotions, the differ-
ences between cases with Moral Intuitions (n = 6, p = 0.08) and without Moral Intui-
tions (n = 4, RF = 0.003) were the smallest  (RFdif = 0.08).

We also identified whether there were differences between the Emotions that was 
most frequently manifested for reviews with and without Moral Intuitions. It was 
observed that for Positive Emotions the reviews without Moral Intuitions had more 
references to Hope (n = 41, RF = 0.03), Amusement (nn = 18, RF = 0.012). How-
ever, when Moral Intuitions were present there were more references to Confidence 
(n = 6, p = 0.08) than Amusement (n = 4, RF = 0.05) and Hope (n = 4, RF = 0.5). In 
the case of Negative Emotions, in the reviews without Moral Intuitions, the most 
frequent emotions were Boredom (n = 81, RF = 0.05), followed by Doubt (n = 56, 
RF = 0.04) and Sadness (n = 45, RF = 0.3). While for the reviews with Moral Intui-
tions, Doubt (n = 18, RF = 0.23) appeared most frequently, followed by Boredom 
(n = 10, RF = 0.13) and Sadness (n

On the other hand, we also analyzed whether the frequency of Playing use was 
related to the reported Moral Intuitions. It was observed that those who played 
for less than 10  h reported fewer Moral Intuitions than those who played longer 
(x2 = 4.86, p = 0.028), which seems to indicate that there is a certain tendency to 
consider more moral content when players play more.

3.2  Objective 2. To analyze the Moral Intuitions through the categories 
of analysis

3.2.1  Objective 2.1. To identify how often the categories of analysis were 
referred to in the reviews with Moral Intuitions

Once these general aspects of the total reviews were identified we analyzed the type 
of moral activity promoted by ‘Papers, Please’ through a detailed analysis of the 82 
Moral Intuitions. Examples for each category can be found in Appendix Table 6.

The most prevalent fundamentals were Care/Harm (43.90%) and Authority/
Subversion (34.15%), and to a lesser extent, Fairness/Cheating (21.95%), Loyalty/
Betrayal (15.85%), and Sanctity/Degradation (6.10%). If we look at the poles to 
which each of them refers, we observe that the positive moral pole is predominant 
over the negative one except for Fairness and Cheating. This can be explained by the 
lack of coherence in most of the laws that are put in place to control cross-border 
Immigrants. In addition, it should be noted that these Moral Foundations conflicted 
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most of the time (82.93%), showing the number of moral dilemmas present in the 
game. However, despite referring to these Conflicts, there were hardly any reviews 
that morally justified the Moral Intuitions that were made, with Moral Reasoning 
being almost non-existent (2.44%).

The most frequently appearing Emotions were Negative (48.78%) followed by 
Nonspecific (14.63%) or Positive (14.64%), with Doubt being the most frequent 
Emotion (28.05%). Doubt is related to the need to make decisions in the game 
but to a lesser extent, these decisions are presented as other Emotions which are 
more defining of the choices made (all of them with frequencies below 10%, 
except for Despair with 13.41%).

On the other hand, the players referred to Immigrants (47.46%) more as Vic-
tims (23.17%) than as Threats (13.41%), which suggests an awareness of the 
situation they were facing. The State was also frequently pointed out (42.68%) 
and it is the Family that had the least presence in the discourse (29.27%). This 
is explained by its lack of presence in the VG beyond the pragmatic objective 
of keeping the Family alive to continue playing. The players pointed out mostly 
Pro-social behaviors (42.68%). However, there was also a high Anti-social 
behavior presence (21%). When we look at the VG Topics, we see that the play-
ers highlighted mainly Welfare and Security (42.68%) as well as Bureaucracy 
(37.80%), but Crimes (21.95%) were of lesser importance for them. Of Crimes, 
Bribery was the most mentioned (12.20%), and the Power of the nation (18.29%) 
and Inequality (9.76%) were the least mentioned topics.

These game Topics are transferable to real-life events. Nevertheless, the 
Transfer of VG events to other real-life contexts was low (8.54%). This fact may 
be since players of ‘Papers, Please’, in general, put themselves in the role of the 
Customs inspector (73.17%), and only 28.05% of the reviews were written as a 
Third-person observer of the VG events. These frequencies can be consulted in 
detail in Appendix Table 7.

3.2.2  Objective 2.2. To identify how the categories of analysis were related 
among them

For an in-depth analysis of how these Moral Intuitions were constructed, we 
analyzed the correlations among the categories. When players pointed out the 
Authority, it was related to State (x2

1; 0.95 = 20.13,  p = 0.000, ASR = 4.5) and 
Subversion was discussed more frequently than expected when referring Cheat-
ing (p = 0.004, ASR = 4.00). When Care was discussed, players tended to talk 
about the Family (x2

1; 0.95 = 15.96, p = 0.001,  ZR(corrected) = 4.00) or Immigration 
considered as a Victim (p = 0.000,  ZR(corrected) = 4.1). Finally, Cheating was also 
related to Inequality (p = 0.000, ASR = 6.5).

Players’ Moral Intuitions also presented other relationships that differed from 
the Moral Foundations, which may be of interest. When talking about the Fam-
ily topics such as Welfare and Security (x2

1; 0.95 = 39.18, p = 0.000, ASR = 6.3) 
appeared. On the other hand, players who referred to Immigrants tended to talk 
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about topics such as Welfare and Security (x2
1; 0.95 = 18.49, p = 0.000, ASR = 4.2) 

and Bureaucracy (x2
1; 0.95 = 21.88, p = 0.000, ASR = 4.7).

3.2.3  Objective 2.3. To analyze whether the categories of analysis were grouped 
into latent variables that could be explained from the proposed theoretical 
framework and to check how the reviews with Moral Intuitions were 
organized around them

Finally, an EFA was carried out to identify if the category systems could be 
explained through some latent variable. The fit of the data to the EFA was good 
(KMO = 0.64) and the parallel analysis showed higher values than expected for 3 
factors. Table 5 shows how the factors were distributed according to the significant 
weights as well as the reliability obtained. All factorial weights for each category 
can be consulted in Appendix Table 8.

As can be seen, factor 1 includes the categories that refer to Conflict and Anti-
social Behavior. The category Positive Emotions appears inversely. Therefore, this 
factor, which we named "Moral issues in the VG", is referred to the dilemmas posed 
in the game and the morally questionable behaviors carried out to succeed in it, 
which explains the lack of Positive Emotions. However, this factor includes neither 
the Social systems nor the Topics which are dealt with in the VG.

Factor 2 is characterized by Negative Emotions with a low frequency of Non-
specified Emotions. Likewise, the State is underrepresented while the Family and 
the Welfare and security are highly represented. This leads us to name this fac-
tor "Worried about their own" since it seems to be related to protection and care 
for the Family, which explains the high frequency of Negative Emotions. From 

Table 5  Analysis categories of 
each factor

Factors Categories Est S.E P (ω)

Factor 1 Conflict 0.69 0.19 0.000 0.71
Positive emotions -0.62 0.22 0.005
Anti-social behavior 0.71 0.22 0.001

Factor 2 Negative emotions 0.76 0.12 0.000 0.75
Non-specific emotions -0.61 0.19 0.002
State -0.63 0.16 0.000
Family 0.81 0.21 0.000
Welfare and security 0.53 0.21 0.010

Factor 3 Customs inspector 0.57 0.16 0.000 0.86
State 0.51 0.16 0.001
Family 0.83 0.17 0.000
Immigration 0.95 0.14 0.000
Welfare and security 1.00 0.14 0.000
Bureaucracy 0.82 0.16 0.000
Inequality 0.54 0.21 0.012
Crimes 0.50 0.16 0.002
Power of the nation 0.72 0.12 0.000
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our perspective, this factor is specifically oriented towards the pragmatic goals of 
protecting the family to be successful in the VG. Finally, factor 3 is characterized 
by the references written from the role of the Customs inspector in which refer-
ence is made to the 3 Social systems as well as to all the Topics dealt with by the 
VG. This factor, therefore, would be the most "Analytical" of all, referring to the 
three Social systems and showing interest in all the events arising in the game. 
This type of grouping is oriented to aspects beyond the success of the game by 
considering the Topics and the people involved.

A correlational analysis was carried out between factors in which a posi-
tive relationship was found between factor "Moral issues in the VG" and factor 
"Analytical" (r = 0.443). Likewise, a negative relationship was observed between 
the factor "Moral issues in the VG" and the factor "Worried about their own" 
(r = -0.340). This result is striking since both the factor "Moral issues in the VG" 
and the factor "Analytical" are the two factors that coincide in aspects of the 
game that go beyond the pragmatic aspects of the game.

However, both the "Analytical" factor and the "Moral issues in the VG" factor 
present major differences that have led us not to consider the option of making 
a 2-factor grouping. As can be seen, the factor “Moral issues in the VG” goes 
beyond the goals of the game touch upon to moral aspects do not necessary to 
have success in it. However, this factor does not make the Topics and Social sys-
tems in the game explicit. On the other hand, the factor "Analytical" focuses more 
on these aspects but leaves aside the emotional and evaluative aspects that under-
lie the game events. Therefore, they reflect two different but complementary ways 
of epistemic VG use.

In this sense, a 2-center cluster was made with the factorial data, identifying 
the relationships concerning the 3 factors (see Fig. 2). The first cluster was com-
posed of 39 reviews that had higher scores on the "Moral issues in the VG" and 
"Analytical" factors but lower scores on the "Worried about their own" factor. 
Therefore, it was given the name "Orientation toward the epistemic". In contrast, 
cluster 2, formed by 43 reviews, scored much lower on the factor "Moral issues 
in the VG" and "Analytical" but higher on the "Worried about their own" factor. 
This cluster was named "Orientation towards the pragmatic".

Fig. 2  Relationship between the 2 types of reviews identified with the 3 factors obtained
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4  Discussion

The results obtained show that only 4.94% of the reviews registered by the users 
reported Moral Intuitions. Comparing this data with studies such as those carried 
out by Peña et al., (2018); Peña and Hernández Pérez, 2020) or Chen and Koek 
(2020), it can be observed that in our work, unlike in the aforementioned studies, 
it does not seem that ‘Papers, Please’ itself generates this moral activity in most 
players.

These differences may be due to the methodology used in these studies. Both 
Peña et al., (2018); Peña and Hernández Pérez, 2020) and Chen and Koek (2020) 
obtained various changes in players’ attitudes through quasi-experimental stud-
ies in which they compared different game conditions in a closed context. How-
ever, we analyzed spontaneous play. Therefore, we consider that studies such as 
ours provide results that are more oriented to what this VG offers by itself from a 
moral point of view.

Only 4.94% of the reviews included Moral Intuitions and this is due to this VG 
not being focused on these moral issues. ‘Papers, Please’ puts the player in the role 
of a customs inspector who does not need to question anything to do their work well. 
Therefore, the VG, instead of promoting moral reasoning through the events that 
occurred, establishes dynamics that are oriented to the mere bureaucratic function in 
which the unfair treatment received by immigrants is not relevant (Peña et al., 2018; 
Peña and Hernández Pérez, 2020). Nevertheless, this research focuses on the few 
people who did question the morals that appear in ‘Papers, Please’.

Firstly, when comparing people who referred to moral aspects with those who 
did not, certain differences in the emergence of Emotions were evident. In both 
cases, Emotions were raised, although, as expected, in the case of players who 
raised Moral Intuitions, the appearance of Emotions was more frequent. This 
is justified, as Haidt (2012) points out, by the fact that these emotions promote 
moral activation. However, what is noteworthy in this regard is that different pat-
terns in emotional activation were found. Players who expressed more Negative 
Emotions also referred to more Moral Intuitions. This may lead us to think that 
these Negative Emotions more easily activate the players’ morale. As Aguado 
(2005) points out, negative emotions favor more critical processing of the infor-
mation received and therefore may have encouraged attention to these moral 
aspects of the VG that are not promoted by the game objectives.

Another notable difference was how the frequency of Playing use also had 
an impact on the number of Moral Intuitions reported. Those who played more 
frequently reported more Moral intuitions in their reviews. This is in line with 
the results obtained by Krcmar and Cingel (2016), who identified that those who 
played more VG made more references to the moral aspects identified in Fallout 
3. From our position, we consider that playing ‘Papers, Please’ longer time could 
favor players to set goals beyond the objectives of the game, which is necessary 
to identify the underlying morality. Thus, it can be explained that more experi-
enced players can go beyond these pragmatic goals of success in the VG and get a 
deeper moral understanding of the VG.
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However, there are certain limitations we should point out in these results. On 
the one hand, in a study such as this one, we cannot be sure that spending more time 
playing ‘Papers, Please’ is a factor that affects questioning the moral events of it. 
The relationship could be the reverse: when a moral conflict arises, a greater inter-
est in the game could be generated which led to playing more time. In this sense, we 
propose studies that could correct these limitations in their design by asking play-
ers about the reasons that led them to continue playing. On the other hand, another 
important limitation of these results has been the extraction of metadata from a plat-
form such as STEAM. We only had access to the number of hours played, the year 
in which the review was written, and whether they liked the game. Therefore, we 
also propose that studies should consider variables that may have an impact on the 
use of a VG such as ‘Papers, Please’.

Likewise, these moral aspects of the VG were also analyzed from the design of 
some analysis categories. In this sense, we identified that the most frequent Moral 
Foundaments were Care/Harm and Authority/Subversion, which is also consistent 
with the most mentioned Topics of the game, Welfare and Security, and Bureau-
cracy. The VG aims to obey the laws imposed on us by the State (Authority/Sub-
version and Bureaucracy) to Care for our Family and thus it does not suffer the 
consequences of not earning enough money (Care/Harm and Welfare and Safety). 
On the other hand, the discreet presence of the Fairness/ Cheating is striking. As 
we have already seen, ‘Papers, Please’ continuously shows the injustices to which 
Immigrants are subjected. However, questioning this aspect goes beyond the goals 
proposed by the game, which by its mechanics are reduced to the two most men-
tioned fundamentals. Therefore, even though injustice is a recurring topic in the VG, 
not much attention is paid to it. However, when we identify references to social sys-
tems, there are many references to Immigrants, especially such as Victims. There are 
also abundant mentions of the State, being the Family the least mentioned. This fact 
contrasts with the previous results and again shows that, although Immigrants are 
very present in the game, as their problems are dehumanized, the Moral Foundation 
of Fairness/Cheating, which is the one that should prevail most in this group, is not 
sufficiently activated.

As for the Emotions mentioned in the game, the most prevalent is Doubt. The 
moral Conflicts presented in ‘Papers Please’ force the player to Doubt the decisions 
made. However, more specific Emotions are scarce, which is in line with the prag-
matic goal of the game. The VG does not activate enough moral Emotions about 
the events evidenced. This lack of deepening in the moral events is also evidenced 
by the lack of Moral Reasoning observed. Only 2.44% of the Moral Intuitions justi-
fied the moral decisions taken. Likewise, in the same line, the low Transfer that was 
made from the events of the VG to real-life stands out.

One of the aspects that may affect this lack of depth in the events of ‘Papers, 
Please’ is the role assumed in the VG. It was observed that when the discourse 
was analyzed, most players put themselves in the role of the Customs inspec-
tor instead of in the role of a Third-person observer. This is justifiable because 
Papers, Please is a first-person VG. This kind of VG favors a high degree of 
immersion and empathy with the character through embodiment but makes it dif-
ficult to gain perspective on the VG events, as observed in the low occurrence of 
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the Transfer category. This lack of perspective also affects being critical of the 
events evidenced, as noted by Cohen (2001) or Darvasi (2016). This fact is in 
line with the results already mentioned about the improvement in attitudes about 
immigration when playing in the third person (Chen & Koek, 2020).

In terms of the relationships between the categories analyzed, the relationship 
between the Authority and the State stands out. The players identify that the VG 
is contextualized in a totalitarian state in which there is no room for diversity of 
thought. The laws imposed by the State must be respected, or the consequences 
will be fatal. This fact does not clash with Family Care, which can be exercised by 
complying with the rules imposed by the State. However, the challenge of the VG 
arises at this point because it is not easy to keep the Family alive. As the game 
progresses, the rules of the State become stricter, which implies less income and 
explains the relationship between Family and Welfare and Security.

The need for Care is also evident when the Victims of the game appear, the 
Immigrants. The players are aware of the importance of the Welfare and security 
of these people, despite being those who, through bureaucracy, execute discrimi-
natory laws towards them. This fact makes the players feel that Immigrants are 
Victims, and the Moral Foundation of Care arises in their discourse. The players 
are aware that it is necessary to care for this disadvantaged group, which comes 
into Conflict with the rules. That is why Injustice is also related to Inequality 
and leads to Subversion. Somehow, this demonstrates the potential of the VG to 
contemplate the Immigration issue, although the goals of the game are different. 
This may also explain the high occurrence of references to Pro-social behaviors. 
However, although there are such references, on the whole, we consider that this 
Pro-social use is not real, as can be evidenced by the lack of reviews toward the 
problems suffered by the Immigrants in the game related to Fairness/Cheating. 
Therefore, these Pro-social aspects may have been overrepresented by certain 
social desirability (Edwards, 1957; Lönnqvist et al., 2011).

Finally, to complete the analysis of the results, we would like to explain the 
EFA carried out. This analysis identified three dimensions that could fit in gam-
ing styles considered pragmatic, oriented more towards the mechanics of the 
game, or epistemic, oriented towards considering the moral aspects of the game.

The factor "Worried about their own" highlighted the Welfare and security of 
the Family focused on success in the game. Therefore, from our perspective, this 
factor is specifically oriented to the pragmatic goals proposed by the VG in which 
moral references are justified by the VG goals and not by moral activation.

However, the other two factors identified were more interesting. One of these 
factors, “Moral issues in the VG” was focused on the moral problems or Con-
flicts that arise in the game. These aspects may be related to an intrinsic moral 
activation which could indicate a certain tendency to epistemic activation since 
this factor refers to aspects beyond the goals of the VG. However, the Topics and 
Social systems where these moral issues appear are not made explicit. At this 
point, the “Analytical” factor would come into play. This factor includes these 
Themes and Social systems but excludes the reviews related to the Conflict and 
Emotions they may arousal, presents in the “Moral issues in the VG” factor. Both 
of them appear highly correlated which is indicative that they are complementary 
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and would compose the requirements that, from our perspective, are needed to 
promote moral learning.

However, at this point, we consider it important to emphasize that the EFA 
was carried out with an exploratory objective since the sample size is too small to 
make conclusive statements. It would be interesting to carry out studies that cor-
roborate whether ‘Papers, Please’ is used from a pragmatic perspective oriented to 
success in the game or whether it can favor epistemic uses oriented to the explicit-
ness of the players’ morals and reflect on them. Likewise, the EFA only consid-
ered the references previously categorized as moral. In this sense, to investigate 
what types of uses can be carried out with this VG, it is necessary to consider the 
aspects pointed out by all players. As we have seen, most of the references we 
obtained were oriented toward the pragmatic contents of VG, thus it is relevant to 
consider them in new studies.

On the other hand, the cluster analysis allowed us to classify the reviews that 
presented moral aspects. This analysis showed that 39 reviews (almost 50% of the 
82 references analyzed with Moral Intuitions) scored higher on the epistemic factors 
and lower on the pragmatic one. However, we should not forget that these reviews 
made up only 4.94% of the total number of comments obtained initially so this 
approach to the game was the minority.

5  Conclusions

From the results obtained, we can conclude that the common user does not tend to 
be oriented towards the moral aspects of the VG. However, our analysis also shows 
that ‘Papers, Please’ can be a useful resource to promote moral learning. The VG 
itself can activate the Emotions of the players, usually Negative, which is essential 
to carry out moral judgments about the events that occurred (Haidt, 2012). In addi-
tion, the spontaneous game of ‘Papers, Please’ shows that these moral aspects are 
also aroused by the high frequency of Conflicts or the reference to the Care of Immi-
grants when they are considered Victims.

Nevertheless, if we want to promote this moral learning, it is necessary to pro-
mote these aspects. As can be seen in the work of Chen and Koek (2020), simply 
by putting players in the role of the immigrant, attitudes towards them improve. But 
we go further. From our point of view, if we want to promote moral learning in the 
players it is necessary to favor additional mechanisms that facilitate their explicit-
ness and reconstruction. In this sense, Barzilai and Blau (2014) have worked on the 
potential of the scaffolding in VG, achieving improvement in monetary management 
using a VG in which the profits of a restaurant were managed. This idea has also 
been carried out by our research team for the teaching of physics with the VG Angry 
Bird (de Aldama, 2020). For this, external scaffolds were added to focus the VG 
goals on the effect of force and the angle of position when launching the Angry 
birds with the slingshot, achieving greater learning in the students who used scaf-
folding than those who only received traditional training for the same concepts. For 
this reason, we propose to include these scaffoldings in ‘‘Papers, Please’’ but, in this 
case, focused on the moral aspects of the VG. In this sense, from the research team, 
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we are already working on the design of a scaffolding that allows the explicitation 
of these moral events that appear in the VG. This scaffolding consists of selecting 
the cases of the game in which respecting the rules implies discriminating or even 
endangering the lives of immigrants and posing questions that oblige players to 
argue the reason for their actions and whether they are justifiable from a moral point 
of view. In this way, it is intended that students reflect and reconstruct their morals.

In short, ‘Papers, Please’ correctly represents the situation of abuse and discrimi-
nation faced by the characters in the game and specifically by the immigrants but 
does not favor the explicitness and moral questioning of the moral decisions made 
in most cases. From our perspective, this fact can be extrapolated to most commer-
cial VG. However, the embodiment and action possibilities that VG favor make 
them really interesting resources for learning. It is for this reason that we highlight 
the importance of starting from these intrinsic characteristics of VG but favoring 
an epistemic approach. For this, the development of scaffolding that focuses on 
these moral aspects is essential. In this way, we call for research on VG to cover the 
importance of favoring these uses that promote players to rethink their morality.
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Table 6  Examples for each category of analysis

Dimensions Categories  Examples

Moral Foun-
dations

Care/Harm Care Our family members may get sick. Do we save part of 
our salary on food to buy medicine for them?

Harm I watched my uncle, my mother-in-law, and my son 
dies of influenza before accepting bribes from 
terrorist groups trying to free the country from 
the oppressive government. No remorse

Fairness/ Cheating Fairness ‘Papers, Please’ brings out the worst and the best 
in us, tempting us both to help people cross the 
border

Cheating I think the game aims to make you feel the injustice 
that many people in the world are subjected to, 
and it succeeds

Loyalty/ Betrayal Loyalty And what is really interesting about this title are the 
situations in which you have to choose between 
being an upright worker and loyal to the country 
or being a bit more permissive or succumbing to 
bribes or even helping a revolutionary and anti-
establishment organization

Betrayal Do we accept bribes from now on, or will we have 
to let go of some of our loved ones for being the 
perfect patriots?

Authority/ Subversion Authority If you do your job well (because you are being 
watched), you will earn the minimum wage to 
keep you and your family alive for another day

Subversion In the skin of a customs agent, our mission is to decide 
who enters your country, and who does not. To do 
this, we will have to consider the guidelines that we 
send from the ministry being aware that we can 
skip them in favor of more humanitarian actions

Sanctity/ Degradation Sanctity ‘Papers, Please’ brings out the worst and the best in 
us, tempting us both to help people cross the border 
and be a ruthless civil servant who prides them-
selves on a job well done

Degradation Some of them test your humanity, greed, gullibility, 
sense of justice, or patriotism

Emotions Positive Fun What’s more fun than separating families at the 
border of a xenophobic country while your family 
freezes to death in an unheated apartment? NOTH-
ING

Empathy Specific characters with different characteristics of 
their own, some of them test your empathy ’’little 
bit’’ towards others, telling you to let them pass, 
followed by certain problems they have (which I 
wouldn’t like to tell you)

Sympathy I would describe the experience in one word, hard. On 
many occasions, you have to decide between a kind 
stranger, who seems like a great person or having 
savings in case you have a difficult day, and you 
cannot buy food for your family

Appendix
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Table 6  (continued)

Dimensions Categories  Examples

Negatives Despair If you get into the characters, you may become des-
perate to get money to support your family well

Doubt At the worst times, we will be tempted to accept 
bribes in our position as civil servants. What 
should we do?

Indifference ‘Papers, Please’ forces us to work faster and faster 
and become increasingly cold to the raw stories 
of those who wish to enter Arstotzka in search of 
a better life

Sadness Your family is important, but it hurts to deny help 
to others

Repentance It makes you take decisions for which you feel guilty 
or bad about yourself due to the repercussions 
they have

Nonspecific Many times, you will pass up people even if they have 
EVERYTHING wrong with them because they will 
give you some reward, out of obligation, or simply 
touch your heart

Moral  
reasoning

Moral  
reasoning

Tremendously addictive. It can make you obfuscate 
and absorb you in that post and feel pity if when 
someone is presented with an emotional speech, you 
are forced to reject their entry due to a defect in the 
documentation. But if you let it pass, you will be 
sanctioned. And if you get sanctioned, you stop 
making money. And if you don’t make money, 
your mother-in-law dies

Social 
system

Social system 
involved

Family Put morale aside. Keep your family alive

State Will you generate a revolution to bring the country to 
a better place, or will you be loyal to your favorite 
Orwellian government?

Immigrants Victim Raising issues that we never imagined could make us 
think, we must deal with rejecting immigrants 
who tearfully beg for a stamp of approval as 
an escape from a country where their death is 
certain or separating families because some have 
the right documentation and others do not

Threat Will you let this woman fleeing from the mafia who 
does not have a valid passport pass through because 
you feel sorry for her, and pay a fine for failing the 
registration because you have taken pity on her…or 
are you suspicious because she may be a terrorist 
or a forger?

Conflict A man who is persecuted by a murderer asks you for 
political asylum even though his papers are not in 
order, do you ignore the penalty on your salary 
that this entails, or do you categorically do your 
job by condemning him to his fate?
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Table 6  (continued)

Dimensions Categories  Examples

Conduct 
adopted

Pro-social Within the first hour of play, I was already feeling the 
pressure not to fail my inspections and to bring 
enough money home so that my family would not 
go hungry or cold

Anti-social What’s more fun than separating families at the 
border of a xenophobic country while your fam-
ily freezes to death in an unheated apartment? 
NOTHING

Topics In the game Welfare and security In the first hour of the game, I already felt the pressure 
of not failing my inspections and bringing enough 
money home so that my family would not go hun-
gry or cold. After a few days, the rent of the house 
goes up, and you need to get some extra income

Bureaucracy The moment you stamp the first stamp on a 
citizen’s passport, you feel you are part of an 
unpleasant authoritarian machine that, despite being 
fictitious, has all the weight of those that existed, 
exist, and, unfortunately, will exist

Power of the nation To do so, we will have to consider the guidelines sent 
to us by the ministry, being aware that we can skip 
them in favor of more humanitarian actions

Inequality I think the game aims to make you feel the injustice 
that many people in the world are subjected to, 
and it succeeds

Crimes Bribery If someone who does not meet the entry requirements 
offers you a deal in exchange for you letting them 
in, would you do it?

Illegitimacy What is interesting in this title are the situations in 
which you have to choose between being an upright 
worker and loyal to the country or being a little 
more permissive or succumbing to bribes or even 
helping a revolutionary and anti-establishment 
organization

Cheating at 
the border

But not everything is so simple: there will be those 
who will try to trick you to enter for not very 
laudable purposes, such as prostitution, terrorism, 
or escape from a crime

Transfer The historical context that parodies this is an 
exact copy of the cold war and the Berlin Wall, 
a world divided into 2, being slaves on one side 
and the other, and where we have a very precarious 
position. We are protagonists and co-protagonists in 
the various short stories of each civilian seeking to 
cross the border

Observer 
type

Customs inspector Raising issues that we never imagined could make us 
think, we must deal with rejecting immigrants 
who, with tears in their eyes, beg us for a stamp of 
approval to escape from a country where their death 
is certain or even to separate families because some 
have the correct documentation and others do not
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Table 6  (continued)

Dimensions Categories  Examples

Third-person […] Under this "innocent" premise lies a game that 
will make you think more than once about double 
morals, what is right and what is wrong, how empa-
thetic you must be, and how much it costs to be so
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Appendix 2

Table 7  Frequency of occurrence of each analysis category

Categories of analysis Frequency %

Moral Foundations Care/Harm Total 36 43.90
Care 28 34.15
Harm 15 18.29

Fairness/ Cheating Total 18 21.95
Fairness 10 12.20
Cheating 11 13.41

Loyalty/ Betrayal Total 13 15.85
Loyalty 12 14.63
Betrayal 3 3.66

Authority/ Subver-
sion

Total 28 34.15
Authority 18 21.95
Subversion 16 19.51

Sanctity/ Degrada-
tion

Total 5 6.10
Sanctity 4 4.88
Degradation 1 1.22

Emotions Positive Total 12 14.63
Fun 5 6.10
Empathy 2 2.44
Sympathy 7 8.54

Negatives Total 40 48.78
Despair 11 13.41
Doubt 23 28.05
Indifference 6 7.32
Sadness 5 6.10
Repentance 3 3.66

Nonspecific 12 14.63
Moral reasoning 2 2.44
Social system Social system 

involved
Family 24 29.27
State 35 42.68
Immigrants Total 39 47.56

Victim 19 23.17
Threat 11 13.41

Conflict 68 82.93
Conduct adopted Pro-social 35 42.68

Anti-social 21 25.61
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Reviews could be represented in several categories, and they were exclusive in no case. Sometimes the 
reviews could not be coded in the subcategories due to a lack of information.

Table 7  (continued)

Categories of analysis Frequency %

Topics In the game Welfare and security 35 42.68

Bureaucracy 31 37.80

Power of the nation 15 18.29

Inequality 8 9.76

Crimes Total 18 21.95

Bribery 10 12.20

Illegitimacy 9 10.98

Cheating at the 
border

9 10.98

Transfer 7 8.54
Observer type Customs inspector 60 73.17

Third person 23 28.05
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Appendix 3

Table 8  Factor weights for each of the categories introduced in the EFA for each of the factors

F1 F2 F3

Est S.E P Est S.E P Est S.E P

Conflict 0.69 0.19 0.000 -0.36 0.22 0.106 0.01 0.02 0.609
Negative emotions 0.35 0.20 0.073 0.76 0.12 0.000 -0.01 0.02 0.485
Positive emotions -0.62 0.22 0.005 0.02 0.14 0.890 0.09 0.25 0.722
Non-specific emotions -0.22 0.24 0.358 -0.61 0.19 0.002 -0.04 0.20 0.851
Anti-social behavior 0.71 0.22 0.001 -0.01 0.11 0.951 0.04 0.24 0.868
Pro-social behavior 0.17 0.21 0.430 -0.22 0.19 0.233 0.29 0.17 0.101
Customs inspector 0.06 0.21 0.770 -0.11 0.20 0.590 0.57 0.16 0.000
State 0.03 0.07 0.720 -0.63 0.16 0.000 0.51 0.16 0.001
Family 0.03 0.11 0.780 0.81 0.21 0.000 0.83 0.17 0.000
Immigration -0.43 0.23 0.061 0.01 0.02 0.805 0.95 0.14 0.000
Welfare and security -0.02 0.06 0.730 0.53 0.21 0.010 1.00 0.14 0.000
Bureaucracy -0.40 0.22 0.066 -0.09 0.19 0.637 0.82 0.16 0.000
Inequality -0.05 0.27 0.840 0.33 0.26 0.199 0.54 0.21 0.012
Crimes 0.13 0.23 0.560 0.11 0.20 0.584 0.50 0.16 0.002
Power of the nation -0.04 0.19 0.840 0.03 0.18 0.887 0.72 0.12 0.000
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