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MORE THAN JUST PICTURES:

Creating accessible iconography for games

Rachel Leiker | Hardsuit Labs
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I am Lead UI/UX Designer at Hardsuit Labs in Seattle, formerly of Boss Key productions where I was UI Designer on LawBreakers, graduate of the Entertainment Arts & Engineering program at the University of Utah. My background is in Graphic Design but I got into games basically because I like a good challenge. And what I learned from one of my favorite challenges is why I’m here to talk to you today. 
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Presentation Notes
In grad school I worked on a project called Doodle Health as part of a research group. The University of Utah’s School of Medicine and the Entertainment Arts & Engineering program partnered to create The Gapp Lab where researchers could contract cheap student labor to develop games and apps supporting research on the benefits of games and healthcare. It was incredibly valuable to me because this particular project opened my eyes to an often overlooked problem in our industry. 

Doodle Health was an attempt to solve a problem the researchers discovered half-way into their project. 
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Presentation Notes
The researchers were attempting to create a library of icons that non-English speaking communities could use to communicate medical issues. 

Working with a local artist, researchers developed approximately 120 icons for testing. 

They represented everything from symptoms to care instructions to treatments. 

But when they began testing among different communities, they found the people being tested had a hard time understanding the icons 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So we look at this icon and think - AUDIENCE RESPONSE - yep Chicken Pox. 

Most of us would immediately recognize this, but when presented to other non-English speaking communities, the researchers were asked why the white man let the chicken attack him. 

It turns out,”Chicken pox” is only used in english-speaking parts of the world. It’s called many other names in other parts, all of which have nothing to do with chickens.

So, the researchers learned that maybe they weren’t the best people to be making the icons, and they should go directly to the source.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We made Doodle Health to help the researchers crowd source images and associated words for a collected database of images from different communities around the Salt Lake Valley. 

Player could draw their own interpretation of a medical symptom or treatment, then they could go and guess what other people’s drawings are referring to. Every drawing or guess would contribute to a leaderboard of communities to encourage a little friendly competition. 
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Presentation Notes

Doodle Health ended up being a great success – the researchers got valuable data from a diverse amount of people, and I got insight as to how your own personal experience can influence your work – for good or ill. Seeing how my cultural bias could impact communication so dramatically was a valuable lesson, and the response to that was even more important, because it taught me some critical techniques that I use in my design process, and maybe you can use in yours as well -

[NEXT]





Presenter
Presentation Notes
When designing icons, one must convey information quickly and efficiently. It must be understood by a broad spectrum of people to be effective. There are three strategies that can help create a meaningful icon:



CHECK YOUR BIASES <%

INTEGRATE YOUR BRAND

KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Check your BIASES. Integrate your BRAND. Know your AUDIENCE. 

[NEXT – font color???]

Let’s start off with biases.  To accept and overcome your biases you have to recognize one thing - 





Presenter
Presentation Notes
YOU are not the audience. There is a 100% chance any one of your players will not be like you. Age, gender, location, race, ability, and much more will differ among your player base. So removing yourself from the equation will strengthen your communication. 

Bias is a shortcut our brains take to make decisions easier. It’s a very primitive thing, and everyone is susceptible to it at all times.

But this can also damage your ability to make effective iconography. There are a lot of people who are far more qualified than I am to speak about this and I encourage you to do a bit of research into the topic. I’m going to discuss strategies for overcoming bias to make your icons communicate better.
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Presentation Notes
So bias is a shortcut to make decisions easier. 

When you go to a new place to eat, you may be biased toward cheeseburgers because you know you like them. It’s fast, it’s efficient, and you get a cheeseburger out of it. But this bias can be very damaging -  you can’t just eat cheeseburgers, that would be very unhealthy. Also maybe your partner doesn’t eat meat, and this bias impacts their enjoy a meal with you. Perhaps you’re in a foreign country where it is difficult to find cheeseburgers and you find yourself perpetually hungry. Your bias toward cheeseburgers has now damaged your health, your relationships, and your ability to function on the planet. The same can happen to the ability to communicate with icons when bias isn’t taken into consideration.

Overcoming your personal biases is as simple as taking a step back and evaluating the decision you made. You can ask yourself “why does this make sense to me?” “Will other people from other parts of the world understand this?” “Is this relying too much on an certain perspective?”. Then you can start creating more meaningful iconography. 


N


Presenter
Presentation Notes
So what could this process look like for designing an icon?

Let’s say my colleague comes to me with a need for a clothing icon for the game. It’s not a difficult thing to do, I wear clothing frequently and have a respectable collection. 

[NEXT - SHIRT]

So I make an icon of the first thing that comes to me - a shirt.






Presenter
Presentation Notes

This was the first thing that came to my mind when thinking of clothes. So, the shirt is the easy choice for the icon, and it does the job. But my first choice is generally the biased choice, remember it’s the brain taking a shortcut to make decisions easier. 

Does this choice only make sense to me? What about my colleagues? My partner? Is it easy to understand and relate to in other parts of the country and world? 

When beginning to look beyond myself I can already tell it might be alienating to some cultures who don’t generally wear button down shirts, some genders might not relate because button down shirts can be read as “male”. It can also alienate a person with a physical disability who may not be able to button a shirt. And I inadvertently discounted myself because I – a real life Millennial - don’t actually own any button-down shirts. I’ve let my cultural, gender, abledness, and age bias interfere with this one little icon. 
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Presentation Notes
There’s all kinds of biases that can impact your communication, I’m going to talk to you specifically about cultural, gender, age, and abeldness, and some strategies to help recognize and overcome personal biases.




CULTURAL BIAS

= GAMEUX @&


Presenter
Presentation Notes
There’s a significant chance your players won’t be English speakers and of North American descent. Thinking that way is a cultural bias, similar to what the researchers in Doodle Health encountered. Games are played everywhere these days, so there are some things to consider when communicating across different cultures and languages. 




Concrete 1deas — not colloquialisms and 1dioms

Be sensitive to cultural standards
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Presentation Notes
Icons need to reference concrete ideas and not rely on colloquialisms and idioms. Also be sensitive to cultural standards that could impact the iconography in your game.



COLLOQUIALISMS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Regionally, we all talk a little different. Accents, names for stuff, colloquial terms and phrases. 

A colloquialism is a word or phrase that is not formal, typically one used in familiar conversation.

I’m from Utah originally and we would often “sluff” school. Anyone know what that means? It’s a regional colloquialism that means to play hookie, which is another colloquialism for “not go to class”. So right there we have three different ways to convey the idea of not attending class, two of which would be difficult for some people to understand outright let alone in icon form. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Idioms are much the same, but are generally more broadly understood. An idiom is a phrase having a figurative meaning and should not be taken literally, like this one “Lend me your ears” or “Break a leg!”




THAT'S DISGUSTING
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Presentation Notes

No one really wants you to break a leg, or to detatch your ears and toss them forward. 

These are mostly part of cultures instead of regions, but the problem with idioms is that while they convey an idea in a funny or clever way, they often don’t translate to another language and can sometimes be lost on your primary audience.
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Presentation Notes

Another part of overcoming Cultural Bias is to account for and accommodate cultural sensitivities - Some imagery will not get past censors. Typically censored images are those that contain supernatural elements such as ghosts and demons, skeletons, undead imagery, blood, guts, and gore. 

You can design your icons to avoid using these themes, or you can design alternates that don’t include that material as in this example from DOTA2.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
On LawBreakers, we opted to remove the skulls in over 40 icons to accommodate foreign release. It wasn’t particularly difficult to do, but it was time-consuming to find and replace all instances of skulls in a game about fast-paced killing.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Not attempting to localize your icons is also an option. You can reference images used by ISO, The International Organization for Standardization (English translation). These are approved by an international multi-disciplinary group and are used around the world to communicate complex ideas. 


GENDER BIAS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Gender bias relies on relating to the icon as the designer’s gender identity relates to it. It can influence the icon to contain gender stereotypes that can be damaging to clear communication and to the players who see them. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Icons that rely on gender stereotypes can communicate effectively, but they can skew into sexist territory pretty easily and can alienate and offend players.
 
One strategy to employ is that neutral ideas should have neutral icons, and have gender parity when figures are required or make the figures as androgynous as possible. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
On Lawbreakers we had gender parity in the playable characters, so we specifically designed the icons to be as neutral as possible. 

[NEXT]

When the icons did involve a figure, we designed them to be more androgynous in silhouette and to reflect that gender parity. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In God of War, the player embodies Kratos, but the icons for all of his abilities are completely neutral in their content. They reference the weapons, but never include gendered images or stereotypes. Even if your game has a gendered protagonist, the icons don’t need to reflect that to be understood.

Gender bias can be tricky to identify,  getting feedback from different groups is an important step in the process and can help the icon be more inclusive. 



ABLEDNESS BIAS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Abledness bias assumes that all players physically interact with the game in the same ways you do, but this can differ from player to player.  For the specifics of iconography, I’ll be speaking directly to color vision deficiencies, and strategies on how to design to include your color-blind players.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes

Over 300 million people world-wide have some kind of color vision deficiency. 1-200 females, or 1-12 males. There are many forms of color-blindness, the most common being a deficiency in detecting reds and greens. These can have an impact on the communication of your game and the player’s enjoyment. 
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Presentation Notes
The first edition of Ticket to Ride is almost unplayable for players with color vision dysfunction. Every element of the game is color coded – the trains, the tracks, and the cards. 

Players with color-blindness need color differentiation, contrast, and typically secondary messaging to be able to successfully determine the messaging of the game. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In later versions of the game there has been an concentrated effort on making the game more accessible. Developers added small icons to differentiate the cards and tiles from one another. This is further explored in the electronic versions of the game where the shape of the track tile changes in addition to having symbolic reinforcement. 

The game in all of it’s forms now has been lauded for it’s efforts to make the playable by anyone, no matter the range of color vision. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Developers can opt to integrate a color-blind mode into the game. Destiny 2 and Fortnite have settings within the game that will change the colors and contrast based on the type of color-blindness. Fornite implemented a slider so the player can determine their own level of color deficiency instead of relying on an average. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
A way to avoid complicated color settings is to make your iconography inherently balanced to include those with color vision deficiency. In this example from Far Cry 5, the icons are built in a way that their color isn’t necessary to understanding what the perk does. Simple linework, high contrast between locked, unlocked, and upgraded states, and no color categorization help makes this readable out of the box, no additional steps in the settings menu necessary. 

Photoshop and nVidia Freestyle software have colorblind filters you can use to check your icons and game for color consistency and contrast.

Designing for accessibility in your visuals takes a minimal amount of effort, but has a huge impact on your players. 



AGE BIAS
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Age bias implies that references that make sense to people of your age group will also be understood by younger or older generations.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
8 years ago, iTunes ditched the logo with the CD in favor of more streamlined logo.  This was a controversial move interestingly, older users complained about the removal of the CD in the background, some going so far to claim it was the death of the CD as we know it. Younger users had never used iTunes to import music from CDs, so they never had that association. Some really young users had never known a world where music came from CDs, so they didn’t even know what that circle shape in the background meant.





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Things move quickly, especially in tech and games, so things that a 40 year old is familiar with could be completely alien to a 20 year old. 

When appropriate, consider exchanging any image that might be more meaningful to a certain generation for something more universal. An exception might be if it’s in the cultural lexicon – for example the floppy disk still represents “save” in many programs even though more and more users have never even seen let alone used one in real life. 






Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s go back to our clothing icon. As I mentioned earlier a traditional button down may be interpreted as “male” by some players. It may carry a stigma of a stuffy cube worker by some age groups and cultures. The only thing really working for it is the contrast against the white background, making it easy for players to see. This is all in all not a very successful icon for clothing. 


So, how can I represent something that everyone has in a way that everyone can relate to? What is it about the experience of clothing that can be a universal symbol? A closet? Some pants? Polka-dot underwear?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
How about this? Most of us have had an interaction with the clothes hanger. When shopping for clothing or interacting with our own wardrobe, it’s very likely we encounter this. It doesn’t carry as much baggage in the bias department, and can be relatable to many of my players. 

By taking a step back and analyzing the decisions that got us to our first choice, we can start to overcome our biases and make more inclusive choices.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Crap, I forgot. [NEXT] 

My game is about President Abraham Lincoln [NEXT] fighting zombies!! Clothes hangers won’t be invented for quite some time!
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your game’s branding and theme can have a massive impact on not just your icons style, but its readability. You can actually lean into biases in this case to make your icons reinforce your game’s world without sacrificing readability. 


Integrate the game’s brand

Steph Chow

UX/UI Consultant for Games . Steph Chow Design

Immersing a Creative World into a Useable Ul GDC 2018

® Ul has an important impact on the overall branding of your game.

® Ul elements should reflect your game’s world.

® Useability and narrative visuals require a delicate balancing act.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In Steph Chow’s excellent GDC talk about incorporating your brand into your UI, she outlines why and how UI elements should exist in your game’s world. 

If the type of game you’re making has a definitive theme, you can use that to help communicate with the player. However, this doesn’t mean you have to rely on stereotypes. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s look at The Sims. This is an insanely popular franchise that has mass appeal all over the world. Their iconography has to be equally appealing across gender, age, and cultural spectrums. 

The icons are very generalized, they contain the bare essentials of the item or idea without leaning into stereotypes.
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Presentation Notes
The have features that are recognizable by a huge amount of people, incorporating emoji-like expressions and conventions to show certain emotions and ideas. 

The Sims are great because it has broad appeal and represents things, activities, and ideas found in everyday life, plus it helps that the game is literally about everyday life. This isn’t the case in every game, some have to be easily read while adhering to the general theme or genre of the game. 




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Continuing with the example of our clothing icon, we can now take into consideration the theme of the game. Since main character is Honest Abe Lincoln, I can pull some inspiration directly from him. He has the beard… the 19th century bow tie and coat… and that stovepipe hat!  
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Presentation Notes
I can use his famous stovetop hat as our clothing icon!

It’s something that is easily associated with Ol’ Honest Abe, so it meets thematic expectations, it is a specific clothing item for a specific person, so bias is used to our advantage because people expect Mr. Lincoln to be wearing it, and since it’s a hat, it can be worn, thus meeting the criteria for the clothing icon. 

This is a simple example how to integrate your game’s theme into your iconography in a meaningful and inclusive way, let’s look at some other examples. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The extreme example of putting your theme to work for you is Fallout 4’s Perks tree. VaultBoy is the ubiquitous mascot of the world of Fallout, and is used throughout the game to demonstrate various gameplay systems. Here in the Perks menu, he literally demonstrates the Perk for you as an image. If your game has something like this as part of it’s branding, making it a part of your game’s iconography will help reinforce the fiction of the world as well as communicate clearly to the player. 

But what if your game doesn’t have a spritely mascot to use? Genre can help inform your iconography as well.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Dragon Age franchise is a high-fantasy RPG set in a world of magic and violence. 

The game approaches icons in two very different ways across three games. 

Dragon Age Origins, the first in the franchise, fully embraced it’s theme by having high detail, multi-color, illustrative icons. Stylistically, they resembled old-school RPGs and dungeon crawlers, with an emphasis on maintaining the medieval RPG grit and grim. 




Presenter
Presentation Notes
With Dragon Age 2 and Inquisition, the icons changed to a more minimalist, more graphic icon set. Two colors with subtle gradients created higher contrast, with crisper lines and shapes creating the outlines and fills of the powers. Stylistically, they still align with the aesthetic of the games, but are much less illustrative. 

Icons dictated by genre, and icons embracing the genre but streamlining it, are other approaches to determining how to integrate your game’s style into your iconography.  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
On the other end of the spectrum, Spaceteam is a card game where one set of players with the image describes a tool to another group of players who then have to find the appropriate card and place it in the correct order. The icon is completely abstracted by the gameplay requirements, and doesn’t need to be a literal representation at all.  

Abstraction is a valid way to handle iconography. Designers can lean into ambiguity and fluidity of meaning because the gameplay allows and sometimes encourages it. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Destiny 2 is an example of bringing the representational and non-representational philosophies together while still maintaining the core aesthetic of the game. They rely on silhouette and color, detail and abstraction, tangible and the intangible with the item and character icons. 

[NEXT] 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Items such as weapons, gear, consumables, items with real-world counterparts appear hyper-realistic in the menus, reflecting what the player will see in the game out of the menus. Each has a unique silhouette allowing the player to quickly scan for the type of weapon they want to equip. 

It’s worth noting that the color indicating the rarity of the item in the background of the icon is almost more important than the item itself. The game isn’t afraid to give the player the most desired information first even at the expense of the aesthetic item. You can see in the example on the far right, the blue chest armor is almost lost against the blue background. The armor is diminished in it’s importance to the rarity. This is still good feedback to the player, they get the information they need in the order they wish to receive it. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Weapon perks and class abilities are more abstracted and graphic. Since they have no physical item or rarity counterpart in the game and are more felt than seen, they are allowed to be more non-representational. 

Both the literal icons and abstracted icons can still exist within the aesthetic of Destiny without being distracting or off-brand.

Incorporating the theme of your game into your iconography can run the gamut from literal to abstract, but it also creates a framework that you can use to make your icons clear without sacrificing style. 







Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you integrate your brand’s style into the iconography, the icons can then be used to reinforce the brand. There are many examples of simple icons being embraced by the community, even if they are fully abstracted.  The icon can help reinforce the game’s genre, theme, and world in ways that can be very meaningful to the player base. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, who is playing your game and how will they be playing your game?

Designing meaningful iconography should not be done in a vacuum. Get to know your audience and their expectations before you begin really designing your icons.

There is no typical player type any more. According to the ESA, 45% of US gamers are women, the average age of a gamer is 34, and 64% of US households own a game device, with an average of two players per household. The most popular titles are multiplayer games – shooter, action, and casual games played with friends. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Your players will have expectations for your game depending on genre, and sometimes the franchise. Both from a gameplay perspective and how players physically interact with the game.

Your gameplay will impact the amount of eye activity and physical actions of your players, anything from eye movement around the screen to see what abilities are active, to reloading weapons, to deploying combinations of powers.  Meeting your player expectations with your icons will enhance these gameplay elements.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Fast-paced games such as LawBreakers require information to be conveyed quickly and efficiently. The player expects to have their full attention on the combat, so anything that detracts from that focus can lead to frustration. 

For LawBreakers, icons had distinct silhouettes, are high contrast against any background, and have very little detail. We used directionality to indicate some of the faster and more powerful moves, and used rounded shapes for grenades and area effect abilities to subtly indicate to the player what they can expect when deploying the action. 




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even in the periphery vision, the icons convey the essential information at a scan. Secondary effects were used to emphasize readiness states, like color and contrast changes. The icons were designed to be readable in the different stages and against the different terrain in the game.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
With games like RPGs, dungeon crawlers, and immersive sims, the gameplay is not as frenetic and can afford the player more time to digest information and plan their actions. There’s more time for color, more detail, and greater opportunity to incorporate the style of the game.

These icons from Dishonored 2 are stylistically distinct from the first game while still embracing more of that degraded, oil punk feel. They contain more color, using it to differentiate between powers (abilities used in the game) and enhancements (buffs).   






Presenter
Presentation Notes
While the UI is minimalist during the gameplay, the icon is distinct. Shapes, contrast, implied motion, and color gives the player a clear indication which power or weapon they are currently using.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Slower games, like some MMOs, turn-based combat games, and board games, can and often times should have full art for their icons. Since the player can spend as much time with the icon as they like, you might as well make it worth their while. 

WoW Warlock abilities are high detail, high contrast, and are utterly thematically appropriate. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
They are even color coded for the most part to green and purple. In fact most of the WoW icons are subtly color coded for classes, likely for world reinforcement of your class choice. 

Yes, I’m using the default UI here, don’t at me. Against the gameplay background the icons are colorful enough to be distinct with unique silhouettes and directionality so the player can easily discern what is what. 




Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another important question to ask is WHY are people playing your game?

Ask them!! 

[NEXT]

Even if your game isn’t published yet, involve your audience in making decisions. For one, they will appreciate being included in the game’s development, and you will get valuable data to improve your game.





Get to know your audience to better
serve their needs!

Test different icon versions via social media and in-person
Involve diverse groups of people in your playtests
Specifically call out icon comprehension in playtests

Keep in touch for further feedback
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Presentation Notes
Ask your community for their opinion on assets, involve a diverse amount of people testing icons, ask specifically about the quality of the icons during playtests, and connect with people who are different than you for the best results.

Just like in Doodle Health, getting feedback from your audience is valuable and absolutely necessary for clear communication in your game. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before I wrap up, here are some tools available to you and your team to help start thinking about meaningful iconography. In the board game Concept, you are given a card with a phrase on it and you must articulate that phrase using a board of set icons, numbers, and colors. This is an incredible too to help folks articulate themselves using only visual language.

If you get stuck on a word or idea, Nounproject.com is a convenient, crowd-sourced repository for all kinds of icons, many of which are available to use under Creative Commons licenses. 

Play the emoji game – I learned this from a friends’ daughter - she will send a story using only emoji and I will discern the meaning from the images. This is also very useful and hilarious on Slack. 






Presenter
Presentation Notes
Icons convey complex ideas quickly and efficiently, that’s why we use so many in our everyday lives. We see them everywhere – on the street, on the computer, in the home. Their usefulness only goes as far as their ability to be understood by the viewer. By expanding our view to include and accommodate different perspectives, the iconography in our games will have maximum comprehension and enhance the game experience for our players.

Thank you.
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Follow me @rleiker13

Special thanks to Roger Altizer, Ph.D.,
Dave Rose, Jonathan Peedin,

Malik Rahili, Brian Sprague, and Ivan Moy.

HSL is hiring!
hardsuitlabs.com/careers

More info on Doodle Health:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/P
MC5977678/

https://thenounproject.com

https://www.iso.org/standards.html

Icons used in this presentation from the Noun Project by Geovani Almeida,
Andrew Doane, Maxim Kulikov, Renault, Ilia Sokolov, Royyan Razka, icon 54,
Adrien Coquet, Dan Craggs, Andrey, Vectors Market, DaYeh Lee, Wilson Joseph,
BomSymbols, Aisyah, Sewon Park, Pedro Santos, Pham Thi Dier Linh, LSE
Designs, Adrien Coquet, Roberto Arenas, Smalllike, Creaticca Creative Agency,
Genius Icons, and Kevin.
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