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Abstract

Entertainment videogames have been recognized for their potential
therapeutic benefits, but there is a need for more in-depth, game-
specific explorations of the game features that could contribute
to such benefits. This study examines how players of Dark Souls
describe the game as helping them cope with depression. We con-
ducted a thematic analysis of Reddit discussions where players
narrate their mental health experiences with the game, using Al
tools to assist in identifying relevant data for a purposive sam-
ple. Our findings suggest that Dark Souls could support players’
mental health, for example, by (1) cultivating resilience and perse-
verance through its challenging gameplay, (2) triggering existential
reflections through symbolic representations of depression, and (3)
enabling supportive online communities and interactions. Our find-
ings offer rich, player-centered insights into the perceived mental
health benefits of commercial videogames, highlighting their poten-
tial to transcend entertainment and inform the design of engaging
digital mental health tools.
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1 Introduction

In response to the growing mental health crisis, digital mental
health interventions are being actively developed, and game-based
approaches are deemed promising due to their capacity to engage
users [68]. Concurrently, commercial entertainment videogames
are being recognized for affording mental health benefits to play-
ers [11, 31, 69, 87]. For example, commercial videogames have been
shown to alleviate symptoms of depression and anxiety [61, 69]; in
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fact, many individuals with a desire to use game-based interven-
tions for depression might already be actively using videogames
as a way to manage their depressive symptoms [69]. However, fur-
ther research is required to understand such self-help usage of
commercial entertainment videogames [69].

Positive effects of recreational gaming can include cognitive ben-
efits, such as attention control and cognitive flexibility [61], connec-
tion with other people, alleviating loneliness and fostering meaning-
ful relationships [68], and a broad range of eudaimonic responses,
including appreciation, meaningfulness, and self-reflection [25].
Despite a growing body of research on the impact of videogames
on well-being, further work is needed to understand the theoret-
ical foundations and potential mechanisms of both positive and
negative effects of commercial games on mental health [31, 61]. It
has been suggested that future research could further examine the
roles of game aspects such as narrative, gameplay structures, and
multiplayer for players’ mental health benefits [11], and particu-
larly how different combinations of game aspects could support
players in coping with difficult life experiences [76]. Moreover,
the therapeutic potential of commercial videogames among dif-
ferent player populations remains unclear [61, 88]. Hence, there
is a need for more in-depth analysis of what features could make
particular videogames effective at affording players mental health
benefits [76, 87]. A deeper understanding of the potential mental
health benefits of recreational gaming could help further recognize
how videogames can transcend entertainment and leverage inter-
active technologies for the development of engaging, effective, and
accessible digital mental health support [69].

To explore the interplay between gaming and self-reported nar-
ratives of mental health benefits, we conducted a thematic anal-
ysis [14, 15] of players’ experiences with the popular videogame
Dark Souls [38], focusing on how players described the game as
helping them manage and cope with what they termed “depres-
sion”. Importantly, we used “depression” as a keyword to identify
relevant Reddit discussion threads, thereby examining players’ self-
described mental health experiences with the game. Although these
self-disclosed player narratives frequently referenced clinically di-
agnosed depression, we emphasize that the focus of our study was
on the players’ own, self-reported accounts of their experiences.
Consequently, our study should not be interpreted as assessing
or affirming any clinical criteria for depressive disorders; in the
context of our findings, the use of the word “depression” should
be understood in a colloquial, self-identified sense rather than as a
clinical mental disorder.

The apparent association between Dark Souls and mental health
benefits has been widely recognized in popular discourse [e.g.,
24, 46, 50]. However, to our knowledge, this is the first in-depth,
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peer-reviewed study on the topic. Notorious for its extreme dif-
ficulty, the acclaimed Dark Souls series has been associated with
gameplay experiences of repeated failure and avatar-death, which
can potentially lead to more positive and meaningful feelings of
achievement [86]. In previous studies, the game series has been men-
tioned by some participants in relation to personal growth [56] and
empowering experiences [101]. Thus, Dark Souls serves as a com-
pelling case for exploring how various aspects of its game design,
such as challenging gameplay structure and narrative elements,
might contribute to players’ well-being by affording experiences
that are deemed meaningful, empowering, transformative, or even
therapeutic. Additionally, online forums discussions can provide a
valuable source of naturalistic, player-centric data [51], especially
regarding players’ mental health experiences [87]. To support our
research process, we employed artificial intelligence (AI) tools to
help navigate our dataset and compile a purposive sample that
was rich, dense, and diverse in meaning, suitable for an in-depth,
contextually sensitive thematic analysis.

As a result, we developed four overarching themes that char-
acterize how and why players perceived the game as helpful (or
at times unhelpful) for their mental health. Through these four
themes, we depict how (1) Dark Souls could cultivate resilience and
perseverance translating into players’ real lives; (2) the game was
seen and felt as a metaphor for players’ personal struggles with
depression, and with mental health challenges and existential issues
more broadly, offering deep philosophical and emotional resonance;
(3) the game’s online community fostered emotional support and a
sense of belonging through shared symbolic meanings and encour-
agement; and (4) players perceived the game as a form of self-care,
describing it as having therapeutic value in helping them cope with
real-life challenges. The contributions of the work are threefold:

(1) We demonstrate how the interplay of game design elements
in Dark Souls—such as its gameplay, narrative, and coop-
erative multiplayer—may contribute to players’ perceived
mental health benefits. For example, our findings suggest
that the extensively challenging yet rewarding nature of the
gameplay, combined with its narrative context, could foster
coping skills, empowerment, and a sense of self-efficacy that
extend far beyond the gameplay. Further we found that the
game was experienced as a reflective, metaphorical mirror
for players’ own struggles with mental health and existential
issues, fostering deep emotional and philosophical resonance
and prompting meaningful, transformative reflection. Taken
as a whole, our findings underscore the in-game concept
of ‘hollowing’ as a defining feature of Dark Souls, weaving
together its various game design elements and contributing
holistically to players’ experiences of mental health benefits.

(2) We highlight the potential of online communities and user
interactions in digital mental health support. Our findings im-
ply that both the online gaming community (r/darksouls in
Reddit) and the game’s cooperative dynamics contributed to
the emotional well-being and mental health support of play-
ers. This idea seemed to be echoed in recurring references to
in-game phrases “Don’t You Dare Go Hollow” and “Praise the
Sun’, which appeared to serve as communal catchphrases
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representing shared symbols of perseverance, hopefulness,
encouragement, and a sense of belonging.

(3) We offer insights into players’ perceptions of the self-help
usage of commercial videogames: we found that many en-
gaged with Dark Souls not merely for entertainment but as a
form of self-care, using the game to distract from, alleviate,
or process real-world struggles. While many players associ-
ated the game with therapeutic benefits, some also expressed
critique towards the idea: a common sentiment among users
was that whereas games are not a replacement for therapy,
they can serve to supplement it.

2 Related Work
2.1 Dark Souls and Challenge

Dark Souls [38], developed by FromSoftware, is a seminal action
role-roleplaying game, set in the dark fantasy world of Lordan. The
game is known for its interconnected level design, punishing com-
bat mechanics, and cryptic storytelling. In Dark Souls, the player
explores a bleak, hostile, maze-like game world while encountering
various traps and enemies, occasionally having to battle more for-
midable bosses in order to progress to new game areas. Throughout
the gameplay, the player collects ‘souls’ serving both as in-game
currency and experience points. Avatar death is a core mechanic
of the game; upon death, all collected souls are dropped and the
player’s character is returned to a previous checkpoint, or ‘bonfire’,
from where the player must attempt to retrieve the souls without
dying again, hence losing their progress.

Dark Souls, along with its remastered version [41], and two se-
quels (Dark Souls II [39] and Dark Souls III [39]), forms the Dark
Souls trilogy, which is a part of a broader group of games by From-
Software often referred to as “Soulsborne” titles. This label includes
related games such as Demon’s Souls [37], Bloodborne [40], Sekiro:
Shadows Die Twice [42], and Elden Ring [43], which share notable
similarities with one another. One of the unifying characteristics is
the challenging and unforgiving nature of their gameplay, which
typically consists of repeated and frequent failure and death of
player-character. The games are critically and commercially widely
successful, and they have inspired a so-called “Soulslike” subgenre
of action role-playing games known for their high difficulty level.

Prior research surrounding Dark Souls has typically focused on
this aspect of challenge. Conventionally, an optimal challenge-skill
balance of a game has been considered one where the difficulty
of a game is neither too high nor too low, so that the gameplay
does not result in experiences of anxiety or boredom [86]. A survey
study on Dark Souls IIl examined the question as to why players
enjoy such a game that is defined by excessively challenging game-
play that conflicts with the conventional idea of an appropriate
challenge-skill balance [86]. The study revealed that players’ re-
ports of high difficulty and frequent failures were associated with
positive player experiences and enjoyment [86]. The study found
positive experiences associated with negative events, such as avatar
death and struggle, were characterized by moments of achievement
and victory, as well as by learning and improvement [86]. To ex-
plain the appeal of uncertain success in videogames, such as in
Soulslike games, it has been proposed that players are motivated by
the dynamic process of the reducing the uncertainty of success [30].
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This view posits that players find enjoyment in instances where
they perform better than they expected, and in the case of Soulslike
games, the process is characterized as an iterative process of error
reduction where players incrementally learn from their failures and
finally reach a rewarding successful outcome [30].

2.2 Gaming, Well-Being, and Eudaimonia

However, related to potential mental health benefits, little has been
said regarding Dark Souls or Soulslike games particularly. In a sur-
vey study on the role of gaming during difficult life experiences [56],
Dark Souls was mentioned by a couple of participants; “Dark Souls
kinda helped me process some of the stuff going on in my life
for some reason”, one participant reported [56, p.6]. On a general
level, participants reported that videogames helped them cope by
(1) offering respite from stress and trauma, (2) aiding in processing
emotions, (3) fostering social connection, (4) serving as a catalyst for
personal growth, and (5) providing a lifeline during periods severe
existential doubt [56]. On a similar note, players have been found to
sometimes re-frame their recreational gaming experiences as a form
of self-care [96]; such self-care was associated with videogames’
capacity to (1) provide spaces for meaningful self-reflection and
identity exploration, (2) prompt reflection on broader life issues, and
(3) offer temporary relief or escapism from real-life problems [96].

A recent exploratory study illustrated more broadly how specific
aspects of videogames might support players in a range of coping
strategies during difficult life experiences [76]. Challenge-related
aspects were associated with feelings of mastery and competence,
as well as mental distraction, while narrative elements were linked
to meaning-making and reassessment of life experiences [76]. So-
cial features, like multiplayer, were connected to emotional support
and a sense of belonging [76]. In contrast, problem-focused coping—
using games to directly address and find solutions to distressing
life experiences—was found to be rare, highlighting an opportunity
to explore how games might facilitate this form of coping [76].
Further, the study highlighted the need for deeper investigations
into the features that make certain games effective at supporting
players in coping, and into how various game aspects may inter-
act to produce such an effect [76]. Moreover, it remains unclear
how and why players engage with games that resemble their real-
life experiences, and how such gameplay experiences might foster
reflection, resonance, and meaning-making that support players
during challenging times [76].

In a survey study on empowering videogames experiences, the
Dark Souls series was mentioned by several participants [101]. Em-
powerment is concept that has been broadly associated with per-
ceived control, self-efficacy, and competence [106]. One identified
type of empowering videogame experience involved overcoming
considerable struggle, followed by success, resulting in relief and
sense of achievement [101]. Participants also described how their in-
game achievements, beyond feeling rewarding in the moment, led to
positive real-life effects; for instance, one participant credited Dark
Souls IIT with improving their mental health and confidence [101].
Another participant mentioned how they appreciated their seem-
ingly disempowering experiences of failure in Elden Ring, as these
experiences were seen as aligning with the game’s intended mes-
sage [101]. Similarly, cases where participants perceived the game
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as personally relatable or as reflecting some aspects of their own
identity were often deemed as disempowering but nevertheless
associated with positive player experiences [101]. However, it re-
mained unclear how to effectively foster such positive experiences
of disempowerment [101].

More generally, the role of emotionally complex or negatively
valenced experiences in fostering positive player outcomes has gar-
nered increasing attention, particularly in relation to eudaimonic
gameplay [25, 26]. The overarching concept of eudaimonic game-
play encompasses various ways in which gaming can transcend
mere hedonistic enjoyment, evoking complex emotional and cogni-
tive responses that promote players’ psychosocial well-being [26].
Such experiences are linked to notions of meaningfulness, appre-
ciation, reflection, emotional challenge, and personal growth [26].
For instance, reflective and transformative gameplay experiences
in narratively rich games have been associated with enhanced emo-
tional well-being and a deeper understanding of mental health
issues such as depression [102]. However, it has remained unclear
how often players may experience deeper, transformative reflec-
tions that extend beyond the gameplay context [73, 102, 103]. No-
tably, engaging in meaning-making processes in itself—similarly to
self-reflection [73]—has been deemed an enriching and meaningful
activity for players, relating to the self-care potential of gaming [96].

Eudaimonic gameplay experiences are often associated with mo-
ments of emotional challenge [22], involving affective engagement
with game aspect narrative, moral choices, or character interac-
tions [12, 23, 26], as opposed to more physical, performative chal-
lenges [28]. Related to eudaimonic outcomes, some players have
been found to purposefully seek out gameplay experiences that
are difficult to comprehend or deal with emotionally as a path to
self-improvement and personal growth [23]. Since eudaimonic out-
comes often seem to demand heightened affective and cognitive
effort from the individual, it has been suggested that overly inter-
active or demanding gameplay may hinder such experiences [26].
While few studies have examined how varying levels of interactivity
may impact eudaimonic gameplay experiences [26], previous work
suggests that in-game choices that have social, moral, or consequen-
tial characteristics are perceived by players as more meaningful,
with such choices being linked to greater appreciation [57]. How-
ever, the role of mechanically challenging gameplay in fostering
perceptions of meaningfulness and other eudaimonic outcomes
remains unclear.

2.3 Game-Based Therapy and Potential of
Commercial Entertainment Videogames

There is a growing mental health crisis, with depression being
the most common mental disorder globally [67], and a significant
treatment gap, as most people with mental disorders remain un-
treated [68]. In response, digital mental health interventions are
actively developed [68], which have been shown to be effective
for treatment of depression and anxiety [3, 77, 104]. However, one
challenge for digital interventions is low user engagement and high
dropout rates, which contribute to reduced intervention effective-
ness [68]. Thus, there is a need for effective digital interventions that
users find engaging, motivating, and meaningful, and game-based
approaches have been deemed promising in this regard [68, 71].
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In addition to their capacity to engage and motivate users, game-
based mental health interventions are deemed promising due to the
widespread use of videogames among individuals with depression
and anxiety [69, 71]. For example, game-based interventions have
sought to adapt existing psychotherapies, offer cognitive training,
and encourage physical exercise [35, 68]. The need for more engag-
ing interventions has been seen to reflect a tension between the
paradigms of health care and entertainment; health care is focused
on minimizing user interaction with the intervention, whereas
entertainment aims to maximize user interaction while typically
overlooking any health-related outcomes [68].

One promising direction, quite different from interventions that
aim to translate an evidence-based mental health therapy into a
game format, is repurposing commercial entertainment videogames
in a healthcare context, given their potential albeit inadvertent ben-
efits on players’ well-being [21, 35, 68]. Commercial videogames
might even have certain advantages over serious games designed
for health benefits [21]; while serious games have been compared
to “chocolate-coated broccoli” [6, p.8], commercial games have
been likened to “chocolate-coated strawberries” due to their abil-
ity to keep players engaged, thereby allowing them to reap both
intentional and unintentional benefits from gameplay [21, p.5].
This sentiment is echoed in the argument that an effective game-
based approach to mental health intervention should do more than
attempt to make an otherwise uninterested task seem more ap-
pealing [68]. An example of the potential value of collaboration
between game developers and mental health experts is illustrated
by a case study [36] of Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice [80], which is a
commercial game that aims to depict the experience of psychosis
through its narrative and game mechanics. The game has been rec-
ognized as a successful integration of a serious mental health topic
into a compelling and engaging commercial game, highlighting the
potential of videogames for supporting mental health awareness,
education, and possibly therapeutic interventions [36].

A better understanding of the therapeutic potential of commer-
cial videogames could help bridge the contrasting paradigms of
healthcare and entertainment [68] and design for more effective
and engaging digital applications for mental health support. Prior
works have highlighted a need for further explorations of, for ex-
ample, what kinds of players generally engage with commercial
videogames as psychiatric self-help and how [69, 96]; the theo-
retical underpinnings and potential mechanisms of commercial
videogames’ impacts on mental health [31, 61]; how specific game
design aspects and their interplay may support players’ mental
health [11, 76]; and how the therapeutic potential of commercial
videogames may relate to different populations or types of play-
ers [61, 69, 88]. Moreover, in-depth, game-specific investigations
have been deemed a promising direction for further exploring the
therapeutic potential of commercial videogames [76, 87].

2.4 Online Research and Player-Centric Insights

Online discussion forums can provide valuable naturalistic data
on a wide range of social phenomena that might otherwise be
difficult to study [59, 62]. Within HCI, platforms like Reddit have
been used to explore topics such as addiction recovery [47] and
perceptions of deepfakes [44]. In the context of videogames, online

Vikevi et al.

forums offer an innovative yet relatively underexplored method
for studying players’ experiences, beliefs, and emotions [51]. For
instance, one study analyzed how players described life changing
game experiences with The Last of Us [78] by examining Reddit
discussions and YouTube videos [89]. The game was associated with
meaning-making and identity transformation, such as fostering
self-acceptance, rethinking parenthood, and overcoming personal
hardships [89]. These meaningful and transformative experiences
were often tied to the game’s narrative, while online communities
were seen as providing a supportive space for meaning-making and
a sense of belonging [89].

Another recent study identified commercial videogames with
therapeutic potential through a content analysis of player-written
game reviews [87]. Analyzing reviews of the 50 highest rated-games
on Steam (which excluded Dark Souls), the authors found that play-
ers frequently disclosed mental health benefits in their publicly
available user reviews, which clustered around seven specific game
titles [87]. These benefits that the players described included uti-
lizing games to relax, improve relationships, and manage mental
health issues [87]. The study proposed that the therapeutic bene-
fits of gaming should be assessed on a game-by-game basis, since
similar genres or features can yield vastly different player expe-
riences [87]. Additionally, the authors suggested exploring how
players discuss their use of games for mental health on large public
social media platforms like Reddit [87], which, outside the context of
games, has been widely used to study depression and anxiety [10].

2.5 Research Aim

Our study represents a contextual, in-depth exploration of players’
lived experiences of mental health benefits associated with Dark
Souls, by analyzing players’ online forum discussions of the game
surrounding the term “depression”. The aim of our research was
to (1) explore how and why players perceived the game as being
helpful (or unhelpful) for their mental health, and (2) elucidate the
mechanisms of how the game could enhance players’ psychological
and emotional well-being and potentially help them cope with
depression or difficult life experiences. With our approach, we
sought to derive rich, player-centric insights into the therapeutic
potential of Dark Souls, focusing on how the interplay of game
aspects like the game’s narrative elements, exceeding difficulty
level, and multiplayer dynamics may contribute to eudaimonic
experiences that foster players’ well-being.

3 Method

For this study, we conducted a thematic analysis [14, 15] of players’
personal narratives on Reddit surrounding Dark Souls and mental
health. To help us navigate the wealth of available online data,
we supplemented our manual research process with an Al-assisted
approach. Specifically, we employed a Large Language Model (LLM)
tool to highlight potentially relevant text passages and to perform
semantic searches. Our aim was to retain researcher agency while
making our dataset more manageable for the purposes of an in-
depth, contextually sensitive thematic analysis of players’ lived
experiences. In this section, we first provide an overview of our
process (illustrated in Fig. 1) and explain our rationale for exploring
an Al-assisted workflow. We then describe the data collection and
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analysis processes in more detail. Finally, we discuss the ethical
considerations that guided our study.

3.1 Process Overview

At the heart of our research process was the thematic analysis [14,
15] conducted manually by the first author. As illustrated in Fig. 1,
our process included the following steps:

(1) Data collection: We focused on the subreddit r/darksouls
and used “depression” as an anchoring keyword to search
for relevant discussion threads (Sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2).

(2) Al-assisted highlighting: With the aid of an LLM, we high-
lighted passages in the data that were deemed potentially
significant for our research questions (Section 3.3.3).

(3) Extracting purposive sample: From the highlighted data,
we extracted a more focused, purposive sample for the man-
ual analysis, emphasizing richness and relevance of data
(Section 3.3.4).

(4) Thematic analysis: The first author conducted an in-depth,
organic process of inductive coding and theme development
on the purposive sample (Section 3.4).

(5) Refining results through semantic search: After coding
and theme development, we used an LLM-based semantic
search to cross-check and reflect on our findings in the con-
text of the broader dataset (Section 3.5).

We emphasize that we did not employ LLMs to generate,
summarize, or paraphrase data. Instead, LLMs were only used
to highlight relevant passages in the data (guided and carefully vali-
dated using human-highlighted examples) and to perform semantic
searches to reflect on and refine the results of the analysis.

3.2 Rationale for AI-Assisted Approach

We adopted thematic analysis due to its suitability in capturing the
nuances of individuals’ lived experiences and sense-making around
complex phenomena [16], such as gameplay and mental health.
Our initial data collection yielded a fairly sizable and convoluted
dataset (approx. 4,000 posts spanning 103 threads, comprising ap-
prox. 200,000 words). While not extremely large, this volume was
not ideal for the kind of detailed, context-sensitive qualitative in-
quiry we sought [e.g., 94, 95]. To reiterate, we wanted to emphasize
richness and relevance of data over quantity [17] and avoid data
overload, since through our analysis we sought to develop intricate
themes, or meaning-united interpretive stories that “cut across a
dataset” [18, p.2].

Within HCI, there has been increased interest in Al-assisted
qualitative research in recent years, with the promise of Al poten-
tially aiding the analysis of larger datasets [7, 32, 53, 58]. However,
there have been calls for increased researcher agency in Al-assisted
qualitative research [32, 58]. Motivated by these concerns, we ex-
plored a workflow where AI tools might complement, rather than
hinder, researchers’ creative and reflexive engagement with data
during analysis [18]. To this end, we employed LLMs to assist with
purposive sampling, helping us compile a more focused data subset
aligned with our research objectives. Additionally, after the first
author had coded the data and developed initial themes, we utilized
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semantic search to reflect on and refine our findings within the con-
text of the broader dataset, supporting the iterative and recursive
process of theme development [16, 20].

We implemented our LLM-assisted workflow securely in accor-
dance with our human-first research values, privacy considerations,
and emphasis on researcher reflexivity and contextual sensitivity.
For example, the LLM operations were performed in a controlled
and secure computation environment endorsed by our university.
Moreover, our use of Al aligned with participants’ attitudes iden-
tified in previous studies, which suggested skepticism toward Al-
generated coding but openness to Al-assisted data exploration and
comparison with human-generated interpretations [32, 58]. Our
implementation extends the LLMCode Python toolkit we developed
in previous work [54, 55]. Source code is provided as supplementary
material. Details of Al use are provided in Sections 3.3.3 and 3.5
and in the Appendix.

3.3 Purposive Sampling

3.3.1 Why r/darksouls? We focused on the subreddit r/darksouls
to analyze discussions about Dark Souls and conduct more in-depth
examination of game-specific elements, such as narrative, gameplay
mechanisms, and community cultures. Our approach aligns with
previous calls for more detailed, game-specific investigations into
the mental health affordances of commercial videogames [76, 87]
and leverages the potential of Reddit as a valuable platform for
accessing both mental health discourse [27, 87] and naturalistic
data on players’ experiences [51]. Another benefit of using online
data is that it averts certain ethical issues relating to the study of
sensitive or difficult life experiences [87], particularly, issues related
to the researcher’s role in the collection of data and in supporting
the participants [see, 56]. Further, HCI researchers are typically not
trained to engage with vulnerable participants in dialogues around
topics such as suicidal ideation or grief [87].

3.3.2 Keyword Search and Manual Pruning of Discussion Threads.
We used “depression” as a keyword to anchor our data collection
on Reddit, specifically targeting self-disclosed mental health ex-
periences among players. It is important to stress that the term
“depression” here reflects the language used by Reddit users them-
selves to describe their own mental health experiences—not formal
diagnoses of depressive disorders. We deliberately selected this
keyword because it appeared to capture a broad spectrum of self-
described mental health experiences pertinent to our research aim.
Although we initially considered expanding our search to include
other related terms such as “anxiety”, we ultimately limited our
scope to “depression” since its usage among players seemed to most
clearly encapsulate the phenomenon under investigation. Moreover,
we found that the volume of relevant data using this search term
alone was substantial enough for the purposes of our analysis.
Using the Python Reddit API Wrapper (PRAW), we queried the
r/darksouls subreddit and identified 220 discussion threads contain-
ing the term “depression” (including variations such as “depressed”
or “depressing”). We then manually screened these threads to ensure
that the content was contextually relevant, focusing on discussions
where users provided substantive personal descriptions of mental
health experiences. Oftentimes, these narratives included refer-
ences to having been diagnosed with depression, yet it is crucial to
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Figure 1: Overview of the Al-assisted data collection and analysis process. We employed Large Language Models (LLMs) to 1)
help compile a focused, purposive sample of relevant messages more manageable for the thematic analysis, and 2) to cross-check

the analysis results against the broader dataset.

interpret our data as self-reported accounts of players’ experiences
rather than as clinically validated diagnoses. Many threads merely
mentioned the term “depression” in a clearly trivial, humorous, or
hyperbolic manner (e.g., users expressing momentary frustration
at having failed to defeat a specific in-game enemy), which we
excluded from the dataset. To locate any threads overlooked in our
initial PRAW search, due to limitations of Reddit’s free API, we
performed an additional manual search on the Reddit webpage,
again using the same keyword and screening each result. In total,
we compiled a list of 103 threads evaluated as relevant, comprising
nearly 4,000 posts, accumulating over 200,000 words of text.

3.3.3 Al-Assisted Highlighting of Relevant Statements. To more
efficiently navigate this fairly large and convoluted dataset, we
employed an LLM (GPT-4 Turbo [84]) to highlight potentially mean-
ingful passages in each post. This process was guided by human
judgment: the first author produced a validation dataset of messages
where passages that were deemed as potentially significant were
highlighted, and the LLM was instructed to highlight similar con-
tent in the full dataset using a few-shot prompting approach [19].
With this approach, we sought to alleviate one of the challenges
associated with thematic analysis, which is choosing what to ex-
plore when working with “rich, complex, ‘messy’ data” [17, p.210].
The outputs of the LLM were checked for hallucinations [5, 66]
and the agreement between LLM and human highlights was quan-
tified using Intersection over Union (IoU) a.k.a. Jaccard Index [90].
For more details on the workflow, IoU scores, and prompting, see
Appendix A.

This process resulted in 3,011 passages highlighted in 1,868 out of
the total 3,957 messages. The human-highlighted validation dataset
of 189 messages yielded a mean IoU of 0.90, indicating an overall
good human-LLM agreement. In our validation data, 147 messages
(78%) had a perfect IoU=1, and only 9 messages (4.8%) were complete
failures with IoU=0. To provide a clearer understanding on the
nature of our data, the LLM outputs, and interpretation of IoU
scores, an illustrative example of the highlighting can be seen in
the Table 1, which was generated using paraphrased messages for
ethical reasons (see Section 3.6).

In the next processing stage (see below), we included all messages
where at least something was highlighted; hence, the validation
dataset indicated an inclusion accuracy of 95%, with 2.1% false
negatives and 2.6% false positives. Here, the false negative rate was
deemed more important, since the human researcher conducting
the thematic analysis could simply ignore the false positives, i.e.,
instances where the LLM had highlighted insignificant passages.

While not perfect, we considered the LLM-highlighted posts useful
for helping us to focus our analysis on content pertinent to our
research questions.

3.3.4  Extracting and Formatting Random Sample of Relevant State-
ments. From the highlighted data, we sought to select a manageable
sample that was rich, dense, and diverse in its meaning. When ap-
proximating a suitable sample size, we wanted to have a dataset that
would allow nuanced insights of overarching, diverse meanings
within the data, yet would not be so large as to disrupt the depth of
the interpretive engagement with the dataset as a whole during the
organic coding process [18]. When forming our sample, we first
omitted posts with parent messages that had been deleted by users
to maintain the context of each message. Then, we took a random
10% sample of the remaining 1,838 highlighted posts. By sampling
posts randomly from various threads, we aimed to capture diverse
perspectives and different stories for our analysis [17]. Finally, we
added any missing parent messages for context.

The selected purposive sample included 311 messages extracted
from 65 threads. To compare our sample size to previous studies
with a similar focus on an in-depth exploration of users’ lived
mental health experiences, one study on youth’s mental health
challenges reported screening 3,000 Reddit posts, including 98 in
the final thematic analysis [94]. Another thematic analysis focusing
on individuals’ experiences of suicidal thoughts during the COVID-
19 pandemic included a total of 83 Reddit posts [95].

The sampled data was then imported into Atlas.ti [48] for a
manual thematic analysis. Each thread was formatted as a .pdf file
with the highlights displayed in boldface. In other words, the human
analyst could also see the non-highlighted parts of the messages,
reducing the impact of false negatives, i.e., cases where useful data
had not been highlighted by the LLM.

3.4 Thematic Analysis

The thematic analysis, conducted by the first author, followed the
six-phase approach as per Braun and Clarke [16]. For our analy-
sis, we adopted a contextualist stance, balancing between realist
and constructivist positions [14]. We acknowledge the complexities
of mental health experiences as socially and culturally influenced
phenomena and view our analysis as an interpretive, rather than
purely descriptive endeavor. To highlight the experiential knowl-
edge and self-reported, lived realities of the community members,
we employed inductive coding rather than attempting to frame the
discourse of the community within some predefined theoretical
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Table 1: Examples of human and LLM highlights and the corresponding IoU scores. The scores are in range 0...1, where 1
indicates perfect human-LLM agreement. The average IoU over our validation dataset of 189 messages was 0.9, indicating an

overall good human-LLM agreement.

Human highlights

LLM highlights

IoU

I think what you're saying makes sense. [iliiylowilexperiences

Welll I would suggest that you play through all three Dark Souls
games. Also,  haven’t yet played some of the latter installations
of the Soulsborne series myself, but they should also be really
good. I hope I'll get the chance to play though all of the games

at some point. FiNISHNEOWIOyANASUCCEsS AndIdONHES

I think what you’re saying makes sense. [ilifly/owilexperieices
with mental disorders, I've also found Dark Souls and some
of the other Soulsbourne games to have been helpful, which
I believe is something that resonates

Welll I would suggest that you play through all three Dark Souls
games. Also, I haven’t yet played some of the latter installations

of the Soulsborne series myself, but they should also be really
good. T hope I'll get the chance to play though all of the games

at some point. FiVISHINEOWIOy ANASUCCEsS AndIdoNIHES

1.000000

andvaluablelaboutlife! Anyways, apologies if this was a dumb

message, or if I made some typos, I just wanted to share my
thoughts.

fhatithey arefightingifor] 1 cherish Dark Souls because of its

philosophical depth: it can really teach you something useful
and valuable about life. Anyways, apologies if this was a dumb
message, or if I made some typos, I just wanted to share my
thoughts.

0.763466

This post may seem corny, but here goes. Iliave/alcertainimental

meaninginlifel For this, 'm very grateful to the game.

In
the game, you have to face the same obstacles time and time
again, until you learn how to overcome them. It might take you
lots of times, failing and trying again, and it is such an uplifting
and motivating experience when you finally do figure out how

to defeat that cnermy. DiFSOUS TAUEHHEONIeArEAHREI
a similar way, which has helped me find a lot of happiness and
meaninginlifel For this, I'm very grateful to the game.

0.558464

structure. Nevertheless, while our analysis was inductive in prin-
ciple, it was inevitably shaped by the researcher’s preconceptions
and prior knowledge, including familiarity with related literature,
as evident in our purposive sampling process.

To underscore our commitment to researcher reflexivity, the
first author acknowledges that his understanding was shaped by
personal—albeit perhaps somewhat indirect—encounters with de-
pression and by past eudaimonic experiences with videogames.
Although the researcher has not having experienced clinically di-
agnosed depression firsthand, an intimate familiarity with close
others’ experiences has sensitized him to the complexities of mental
health discourse. Furthermore, the researcher’s prior encounters
with deeply meaningful, or eudaimonic gameplay experiences—
though not with the Soulsborne series (despite having played most
of its games)—fostered an openness to the potential mental health
benefits of Dark Souls. In our thematic analysis, rather than viewing
these subjective perspectives as biases to be eliminated [16], we
embraced them as valuable assets for critical reflection and nuanced
interpretation of users’ self-described experiences [82].

In the first phase, the first author immersed and familiarized
themselves in the discussion threads of r/darksouls, and extensively
explored the data throughout the purposive sampling process (see
Section 3.3). Further, to help contextualize the game discussions,
before the study, the first author played through Dark Souls (re-
mastered) in its entirety. Prior to conducting any coding, the first
author carefully read through the entire sampled dataset, writing
familiarization notes. For the inductive coding, we focused both on
semantic and latent meanings [15]. We deemed it crucial to look
beyond the explicit, surface level content of the discussions by in-
cluding interpretations of their underlying, implicit meanings, since
gaming cultures could commonly use non-literal expressions, such
as satire, memes, and hyperbole [87]. Notably, close familiarity with
Dark Souls was critical for understanding many of the elaborate
in-game references players made in their discussions.

While the anonymity enabled by online forums may encourage
users to disclose more authentic and detailed accounts of their
experiences of sensitive issues, such as mental health [27], it can
also yield data that lacks context or clarity. To help interpret and
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contextualize our data, we immersed ourselves in Dark Souls and
the r/darksouls community prior to analysis. This familiarity helped
us make sense of the various elaborate in-game references, memes,
and non-literal language embedded in players’ online discussions.

In the next phase, the first author inductively generated initial
codes for the sample data. We did not aim to establish inter-rater
reliability since we conceptualized codes as the process rather than
the product of analysis [72]. During the analytic process, codes were
collated under data topics, or domains [16], which served as broad
descriptive labels for what was being discussed in the data. Hence,
the purpose of our codes and data topics was to stimulate further
interpretive work during which overarching themes, or “patterns
of shared meaning, united by a central concept or idea” [16, p.341]
would be developed. The initial coding resulted in 103 codes, which
were ultimately collated under seven data topics: (1) Communal dis-
course and perceptions, (2) Context and motivation of play, (3) Coping
mechanisms and skills, (4) Emotional and psychological responses, (5)
Gameplay experience and interactions, (6) Impact beyond gameplay,
and (7) Philosophical and symbolic resonance.

The coding progressed from the longest threads to the shortest
ones, as measured by the number of comments before the random
sampling. Although we had initially ball-parked 10% of the extracted
data (i.e., 311 highlighted posts spanning 65 threads) as a suitable
sample for in-depth inductive coding, due to the interpretive na-
ture of our thematic analysis, we were skeptical of the practicality
of predetermined sample sizes or traditional data saturation [17].
We found our purposive sample to be particularly abundant and
dense in its meaning, and after having coded 236 highlighted posts,
spanning 33 threads (accumulating roughly 24,000 words or 60
pages in text), we made a situated, interpretive judgment [17] to
move from the initial coding to the recursive refinement of codes
and theme generation. In contrast to the idea of data saturation
(i.e., a point when no new insights emerge from the data), when
considering sample sizes in thematic analysis, concepts such as
information power [70] or conceptual depth [79] have been deemed
more useful, highlighting the relevance, richness, and diversity of
data rather than its quantity [17]. Hence, our decision to progress
to further phases of the analysis was based on a judgment that the
coded data was sufficiently rich to provide meaningful insights into
the research questions (as should become apparent in Section 4),
and a desire to commit to the interpretive depth and contextual
sensitivity of our analysis.

Next, through iterative refinement of the codes, the first author
generated initial themes, which were then further developed and
reviewed by the co-authors. Finally, after refining and defining the
themes, we arrived at four overarching themes, which we report in
Section 4.

3.5 Supplementary Al-Based Semantic Search:
Cross-Checking and Refining Analysis
Results

To complement or thematic analysis, which covered only a subset
of the data, we conducted an LLM-based semantic search over the
whole dataset. We considered this a reflexive activity, aiming to chal-
lenge or “sense check ideas” and explore alternative assumptions or
interpretations [20, p.1393], thus helping us refine our final themes.
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To implement this, we first synthesized a set of propositions that
reflected our key insights and corresponding counter-propositions,
such as “Dark Souls can help one with depression / Dark Souls does
not help one with depression”, “Overcoming repeated failures in Dark
Souls helps one cope with failure in real life / Overcoming repeated
failures in Dark Souls does not help one cope with failure in real
life” and “The game’s multiplayer dynamics reinforce a feeling of
connectedness with others / The game’s multiplayer dynamics do not
reinforce a feeling of connectedness”.

Using OpenAlr’s text-embedding-3-large model, we converted the
propositions and messages into vectors such that the vectors of
semantically similar texts have a high cosine similarity [83]. This
was essentially an LLM-based implementation of the paragraph
vector technique of Le and Mikolov [65]. For each proposition and
counter-proposition, we calculated its cosine similarity with all the
messages. We sorted the messages based on the similarities and
formatted the results as sets of ten messages most similar to each
proposition and counter-proposition. These messages helped ensue
a balanced discussion of the analysis results and surface voices
opposing the majority views.

While the search results were frequently fairly noisy, the most
similar messages often aligned with or enriched our themes. For in-
stance, the search illuminated alternative perspectives, particularly
related to players’ divisive opinions on the therapeutic value of
videogames. In one case, while the counter-proposition “The game’s
multiplayer dynamics do not reinforce a feeling of connectedness”
did not surface any messages directly supporting it, it surfaced a
complaint about a lack of multiplayer, presumably due to online
inactivity at the time, reflecting feelings of emptiness.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Since mental health is a sensitive topic, and the use of Reddit data
poses its own ethical complications [33], we made additional efforts
to consider the ethical implications of our study and to mitigate any
potential harm to the community and individuals that we sought
to learn from. We ensured that our use complied with Reddit’s
content and data API usage policies, which emphasize openness and
accessibility, allowing public content to be used for the purposes
of academic research granted that the data is not redistributed.
Hence, while we recognize the value of open science, we could
unfortunately not share our dataset.

To protect users’ privacy, we reported only paraphrased quotes
of messages [33]. All quotes were manually paraphrased by the
first author, by rewording and altering sentence structures. Further,
details such as names of game characters or specific descriptions
of users’ life situations were obfuscated, aligning with the idea of
ethical fabrication, as a privacy-preserving technique suitable for
Reddit data [33]. To ensure that the paraphrased quotes could not
be traced to individual users [33], they were tested in the search
engines of Google and Reddit (alongside terms like “r/darksouls”
and “depression”) to confirm that the original thread was not dis-
played in the results. Additionally, to introduce an extra layer of
accountability, both co-authors reviewed all paraphrased quotes
alongside the originals to ensure agreement that they faithfully
portrayed the data.
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To better understand the community and identify potential risks [33],

we observed the subreddit to learn about its norms and practices,
ensuring that our research would not disrupt or harm the com-
munity or violate its rules. Beyond minimizing harm, we aimed to
maximize potential benefits of our research [33]. While immersed
in r/darksouls, we noted that many users recognized and expressed
interest in the phenomenon where the game is associated with
depression. We clarify that this study does not aim to promote or
endorse Dark Souls or FromSoftware but to explore mental health
benefits players associate with the game. By highlighting these
positive impacts, we aim to inform to the design of more engaging
and effective digital mental health support.

Our study was approved by our institutional ethical review com-
mittee. The ethics review involved a thorough assessment of the
potential risks and benefits involved, and considers that the research
adheres to ethical and legal standards.

4 Results

In this section, we present our findings through the four over-
arching themes that we developed. These themes depict players’
perceptions of Dark Souls as being helpful (or unhelpful) in relation
to depression or mental health more generally. Notably, through-
out this section, the word “depression” reflects the players’ own
language and self-reported experiences; while players’ descriptions
oftentimes made references to clinical diagnoses of depression, we
again highlight that due to the nature of our data, the word “depres-
sion” here should be understood in a more colloquial, self-identified
sense rather than as a clinical mental disorder. The four developed
themes were defined as follows: (1) Life lessons in resilience and per-
severance, (2) Reflective mirror for depression and existential struggles,
(3) Community as a source of strength and support, and (4) Gaming
as self-care. Although each theme reveals a distinct facet of players’
mental health experiences with Dark Souls, they are deeply inter-
twined, collectively reflecting the multifaceted and complex ways
in which players engage with and make sense of the game.

On the structure of Results: to narrate the reader through our
themes while illuminating our analytic process, we used section
headers that represent codes from the initial analysis (e.g., 4.1.1
Learning through trial and error). These are examples of codes that
contributed to the development of respective themes, and they are
supplemented by examples of paraphrased quotes representing
respective codes. However, due to the interwoven and overarch-
ing nature of the themes, individual codes could relate to multiple
themes, and individual quotes could relate to multiple codes. Hence,
while each theme and code is presented separately, they often over-
lapped, with many quotes resonating across multiple themes. This
approach underscores the fluid, organic nature of our analysis,
where themes are not rigid categories but intertwined interpre-
tations that collectively illuminate how Dark Souls was seen to
intersect with players’ mental health experiences.

4.1 Theme 1: Life lessons in perseverance and
resilience

The first theme, Life lessons in perseverance and resilience charac-
terizes how players drew parallels between the challenges of Dark
Souls and challenges they would face in the real world. Here, players
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described how the game emphasizes the importance of not giving
up in the face of adversity, characterizing the game as having taught
them resilience and perseverance that translated into their real lives.
This theme was encapsulated in how players described applying
the skills that Dark Souls had taught them to deal with the struggles
of their own lives; “The demons of my own life haven’t disappeared
anywhere, but now I at least have the capacity to put up a fight”, one
player characterized.

4.1.1 Learning through trial and error. Ideas of perseverance and
resilience seemed to be echoed most clearly through the gameplay
structure of Dark Souls: players characterized the gameplay as
challenging but methodological, typically consisting of repeated
failures (avatar death) in the face of a seemingly insurmountable
obstacle (e.g., a difficult boss fight), followed by learning through
trial and error and ultimately triumph and an uplifting sense of
achievement. One player described the cycle as follows:

“In the gameplay, you keep failing and trying again,
trying to learn from your mistakes, even when it seems
like there is no way of emerging as victorious. When
facing a new enemy, at first your character will get de-
stroyed. However, as you learn and improve, you will
finally start predicting the enemy’s actions, and you will
make use of every opportunity to strike back, overcom-
ing all obstacles that the game poses you. Now, thanks
to your own effort and determination, you’re practically
invincible.”

4.1.2  Embracing failure and challenges. To many, this gameplay
cycle of learning from one’s mistakes and trying again seemed to
reflect real life; “In Dark Souls, you don’t lose unless you stop trying,
which is how it works in the real world as well: being defeated is
an inseparable element of attaining victory’, one player described.
Many players shared a similar sentiment about the game having
taught them useful life lessons, for example about accepting and
learning from failures:

‘T learned something valuable through Dark Souls: you
don’t need to win each fight, but what matters is that
you persist and keep going despite getting defeated,
always striving to improve. This mindset has been very
helpful for me in dealing with my own problems and
not getting overwhelmed by them.”

4.1.3  Uplifting victory. Players described how the gameplay and
the oppressive and dark game world could make them feel frus-
trated, annoyed, or demoralized. However, these negative feelings
would ultimately be followed by an a sense of triumph, after finally
learning how to emerge victorious—through a process of trial-and-
error—which players frequently characterized as an uplifting and
elevating experience.

4.1.4 Empowerment and self-efficacy. Players frequently associ-
ated their in-game triumphs with feelings of achievement, which
appeared to contribute to feelings of confidence, empowerment,
or self-efficacy in players’ real lives. One player, reflecting on the
dark and hopeless atmosphere of the game world, described how
the game had helped them during their depression: “Dark Souls
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empowered me with a much-needed feeling of being in control and
having agency.”

4.1.5 Applying game skills to real life. Such empowerment or self-
efficacy seemed to be expressed as descriptions of the game pro-
viding players a heightened capacity to cope with and overcome
challenges of their own lives. Here, players described how they
would think of their experiences with Dark Souls and apply what
the game had taught them when real-life adversities: “Dark Souls
was a representation of the struggles my own life: I saw the bosses
as my personal challenges, iteratively, through perseverance, I could
learn how to overcome them, and to not go hollow.”

4.2 Theme 2: Dark Souls as a reflective mirror
for depression and existential struggle

The second theme, Dark Souls as a mirror for depression and exis-
tential struggle, described the way in which the game resonated
with players on a deeply personal and philosophical level, sym-
bolizing their struggles with depression, existential issues, or life
more generally. Here, players frequently reflected on aspects of
the game narrative and lore, game mechanics, and their gameplay
experiences, which they associated with symbolic meanings. Such
emotional and philosophical resonance was at times associated
with changed perspectives on life, for example, newfound purpose
or hopefulness. This theme is encapsulated in the in-game concept
of ‘hollowing’, which players commonly interpreted as a metaphor
for depression (among other things).

4.2.1 Dark Souls as a mirror for life. Players described how the
game provided them a reflective surface through which to view
their own life, which provided solace and hope amid difficult life
experiences. Dark Souls was seen as reflecting real life somehow,
and particularly its struggles:

“Playing Dark Souls has been a profound and cathartic
experience amid my struggles with depression. I see it as
a reflection of life: although misfortunes are inevitable,
each adversity carries with it a glimpse of hopefulness
and optimism. There’s beauty in devoting yourself to
personal growth, gradually learning from your failures
and finally overcoming what you previously couldn’t.”

4.2.2  Dark Souls as a representation of depression. Specifically,
many viewed the game as a portrayal of depression. For example,
one player described:

“Dark Souls felt like an embodiment of my own depres-
sion: failing repeatedly in the face of obstacles that seem
impossible to overcome in this dark and hopeless envi-
ronment. However, I found that I no longer feared failure
in my real life: the game has given me hopefulness, a
belief that I get through this difficult time.”

4.2.3 Hollowing as a metaphor. Particularly, the in-game concept
of hollowing provided a powerful source of symbolic resonance,
with players characterizing it as a metaphor for real-life struggles. In
Dark Souls, hollowing occurs when the player character repeatedly
dies and loses their ‘Humanity’, a resource that, when depleted,
prevents the player from summoning others for help. In the game’s
lore, hollowing is tied to the ‘Darksign’, a cursed brand of the
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‘Undead’ who are doomed to a repeated repeated cycle of death and
resurrection, and inevitable degeneration into a mindless ‘Hollow’.
The player controls the ‘Chosen Undead’, a character prophesied
to either perpetuate or end the cycle of the Undead curse. Thus,
hollowing represents an important element of both the narrative
and mechanics of Dark Souls. Hollowing was commonly described
by players as an allegory or metaphor for depression, but also for
other mental health disorders, addiction, and existential crises, for
example. One player described as follows:

“Tthink that the cycle of hollowing is an excellent metaphor
for depression. In the grim world of Dark Souls you’re
surrounded by all these ill-fated, pessimistic charac-
ters, who are secretly terrified of losing their humanity,
of giving in and going hollow. When you yourself are
going through a difficult time in life, relating to these
miserable characters gives you solace. It emphasizes
that you cannot be defeated, as long as you have that
flicker of hope within you, which helps you persevere
no matter what challenges you face in your life.”

4.2.4 Emotional resonance and Nihilistic themes. Hence, players
frequently described how Dark Souls had somehow resonated with
them, particularly with their experiences of depression. Such reso-
nance was often associated with philosophical reflections, which
were commonly related the atmosphere of the game world, and
to narrative elements, such as plot, characters, lore, and perceived
themes. Many associated the game with nihilistic themes, describ-
ing how the game resonated not only with depression, but with
topics of meaninglessness, apathy, and existential struggles.

4.2.5 Finding purpose in meaninglessness and struggle. However,
perceptions of such nihilism often seemed to have evolved to more
optimistic reflections of existentialism, with players describing how
the game is about finding your own purpose in a world devoid
of meaning. Oftentimes, rather than being related explicitly to
the game’s narrative, players seemed to relate such philosophical
resonance to game in a more holistic sense:

“The message of Dark Souls is that the world is meaning-
less, and it doesn’t matter whether you succeed or not.
You must find your own purpose and meaning, that’s
what important in life. To me, this is a reassuring mes-
sage, because I know that in the end, my mistakes don’t
matter since everything is impermanent.”

4.2.6  Triggering introspection and self-discovery. Players described
how the game could, through such resonance, help them come to
terms with themselves and cope with their own depression. For
example, one player reported: “Being in this bleak and dismal world
of Dark Souls allowed me to understand aspects of my own identity,
helping me recognize and cope with my depression.”

4.2.7 Changing outlook on life. At times, players explicitly artic-
ulated how the game could change their perspectives on life. For
instance, one player described:

“The game can help you by changing your outlook on
life. Hollowing is a metaphor for depression: in the dark
and treacherous world of Dark Souls, you keep bearing
hardship one after another, each more arduous than
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the other, and even though it all seems to be devoid of
any meaning, you continue forward. It doesn’t matter
how many times you die in the game, as long as you
persevere and remain hopeful: your character only goes
hollow if you quit trying.”

4.3 Theme 3: Community as a source of
strength and support

The third theme, Community as a source of strength and support,
captures how the online community provided emotional support,
encouragement, and a sense of belonging to its members. This high-
lights the role of the game’s multiplayer dynamics as well as the
community of the r/darksouls subreddit itself for providing players
emotional and mental support. In the data, this theme seemed to
be encapsulated in the regularly repeated references to in-game
phrases such as “Don’t You Dare Go Hollow”, “Praise the Sun”, and
“Don’t Give Up, Skeleton”, which seemed to serve as kinds of com-
munal catchphrases of shared symbolism.

4.3.1 Cooperation and multiplayer. There were some reports of the
how the multiplayer dynamics of Dark Souls provided players with
emotional support and a feeling of togetherness. In Dark Souls, the
player can at times summon other players into their game to help
with particular challenging areas or bosses. The cooperative multi-
player revolves around the use of specific in-game items, through
which players can leave a summon sign for other players to see
and interact with in their respective game worlds. The summoning
mechanic works is tied to in-game concept of hollowing, so that
only when the players’ character is in human form (i.e., not hol-
lowed) can they see the summon signs left by other players and
invite them temporarily into their game world as ‘Phantoms’. Even
in single-player mode, the player can on occasion summon certain
non-playable characters (NPCs), such as Solaire.

4.3.2  Solaire and Sunbroing. In reference to the game character
Solaire, an affable knight who is on a quest to seek his “very own
sun”—as he describes to the player character— users commonly
referred to the act of engaging in cooperative multiplayer as Sun-
broing. One player described: “Sunbroing in Dark Souls has provide
me an incredible amount of joy and happiness. In this world that is
that dark, inhospitable, and unsympathetic to our struggles, we need
to join forces and cooperate with each other.”

4.3.3 Importance of asking for help. To some, the game’s multi-
player dynamics and particularly the act of summoning reflected
the value of cooperation and asking for help in a broader sense. For
example, one player characterized multiplayer as the most profound
aspect of the game:

‘T had this immensely uplifting experience when I sum-
moned a Sunbro for help against a certain boss. For a
moment, we were united, and I was no longer alone in
my own desolate world, joining our forces to tackle this
fearsome undertaking, which we did manage to conquer,
together. Ultimately, I understood that I could ask for
help in the real world as well and started doing it. It’s
not like the game has cured my depression, but it has
given me courage to start dealing with it.”
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4.3.4 Supportive messages. In the discussions, users commonly left
supportive, encouraging messages for one another. In addition, as
part of the online features of Dark Souls, players can leave in-game
messages on the ground for other players to see, constructing them
from a predefined selection of words and templates; originating
from this in-game messaging system, one phrase repeated in the
discussion threads was “Don’t give up, Skeleton”, which seems to
have become a meme in the Dark Souls community, encapsulating
the spirit of the game and the camaraderie of its players.

4.3.5 Finding solace in community. Users at times explicitly ex-
pressed their gratitude towards the online community for offering
them needed emotional support during difficult life experiences.
For example, one user described:

“In my past, Dark Souls helped me with my depression,
and I'm also currently in the middle of a difficult period
in my life and reading these stories about how the game
has helped others makes me feel better. It’s encouraging
to know that I'm not the only one struggling with this.”

4.3.6 Communal catchphrases. Throughout the discussion threads,
players would routinely repeat references to certain in-game phrases,
most notably, “Don’t You Dare Go Hollow” and “Praise the Sun”. The

former is a quote of a voice line said by one of the game’s NPCs,
Lauretius, whereas the latter refers to a gesture associated with the

character of Solaire. Users would typically sign off their messages

with such references, which appeared to serve as kinds of commu-
nal catchphrases that (1) embodied shared symbols of perseverance,
hopefulness, and camaraderie, (2) fostered a sense of belonging and

identity in the Dark Souls community, and (3) represented vernac-
ular through which community members expressed peer support

and words of encouragement to one another.

4.4 Theme 4: Gaming as self-care

The fourth theme, Gaming as self-care depicted how players en-
gaged with Dark Souls not merely for entertainment purposes but as
ameans of self-care. Here, players described, for example, how their
gameplay served to distract from, alleviate, or process their real-life
struggles. This theme also encompasses broader communal dis-
course and perceptions on the therapeutic value of videogames. Al-
though many players associated the game with self-appointed ther-
apeutic benefits—such as providing stress relief, feeling of comfort,
sense of self-efficacy and empowerment, or emotional catharsis—
some were also critical of the therapeutic value of gaming. A com-
mon sentiment among players appeared to be that while games
cannot substitute therapy, they can be a useful supplement.

4.4.1 Helping through difficult times. Many described that Dark
Souls had helped them through difficult times in their life, such as
depressive or at times suicidal periods. Users frequently described
how they were in the middle of a dark time in their lives when
they played Dark Souls for the first time. For example, one player
described how they were motivated to play the game during their
struggles with depression:

“Ifelt that perhaps a brutally difficult, unforgiving game-
play experience could empower me with a much-needed
feeling of being in control: if I'd fail in the game, it
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wouldn’t be due to some external factor but simply be-
cause I hadn’t paid enough attention.”

4.4.2 Gaming as self-care. Some players described how they would
purposefully pick up the game due to its benefits for their well-
being. For example, one player characterized that played Dark Souls
to foster a sense of self-efficacy:

“Whenever I'm feeling melancholic, or when I'm strug-

gling with a difficult period of my life, I start playing

Dark Souls, because it gives me this feeling that if 'm

able to beat this, I'm able beat other things as well.”

4.4.3  Providing useful distraction. More commonly, players de-
scribed picking up the game due to its capacity to provide mental
diversion in times of need. For example, one player reported: ‘T
don’t have access to therapy, but Dark Souls at least helps me cope
with my depression by affording a form of escapism and something
to focus my attention on.”

4.4.4  Perceived therapeutic value. Many players expressed a belief
that while the game cannot fix all of your problems, it does have
some therapeutic value. For example, one player described:

“You really need to focus on the gameplay due to its high
difficulty, which can allow you to get into this mental
state where you forget yourself temporarily, and this I
think can have a therapeutic quality since it may help
you cope with some of your struggles.”

4.4.5 Games are not therapy. Many players acknowledged that
Dark Souls cannot be a replace for therapy, and encouraged other
community members to seek professional help if needed. However,
a common sentiment among players was that Dark Souls could
provide a useful supplement for therapy, for example, by teaching
the value of perseverance.

4.5 A Unifying Thread: The Ethos of “Don’t You
Dare Go Hollow”

The phrase “Don’t You Dare Go Hollow” represented a unifying
thread among the four interwoven themes, encapsulating core as-
pects of each. The in-game line references the concept of hollowing,
which functions both as a narrative device and a game mechanic in
Dark Souls, and was interpreted commonly by players as a metaphor
for depression. The phrase does not only reflect the game’s nar-
rative, where the player character fights against the degenerating
curse of hollowing, but embodies the game’s empowering mes-
sage of perseverance and resilience that players associated with
the challenging gameplay that is characterized by recurring fail-
ure and gradual improvement through trial and error. Further, the
phrase has gained a life of its own within online forum discussions,
symbolizing the community’s collective encouragement and the
role of gaming during difficult life experiences. Hence, we found
that the phrase “Don’t You Dare Go Hollow” connects the narrative,
gameplay, and community dimensions of players’ experiences of
mental health benefits with Dark Souls.

5 Discussion

To reiterate, our findings illuminate how Dark Souls can have pro-
found impacts on players’ lives, extending beyond recreation to
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contribute to heightened mental and emotional well-being. For ex-
ample, through its challenging gameplay, players reported learning
valuable lessons in perseverance and resilience, empowering them
to cope with and overcome real-life struggles. Further, the game
offered deep emotional and philosophical resonance, with many
players connecting the in-game concept of ‘hollowing’ to their
own experiences of depression and existential issues, potentially
leading to self-discovery and transformative reflection. Further,
players found solace and support in the community of Dark Souls,
including the online player base as well as the subreddit r/darksouls
itself. Many players associated the game with therapeutic value
and considered it a form of self-care.

In this section, we discuss our main findings in relation to prior
literature. Then, we address some of the limitations of our work,
highlight avenues for further research, and reflect on our Al-assisted
research process.

5.1 On Challenge, Resilience, Eudaimonic
Well-Being, and Empowerment

Our findings illustrate how the highly demanding, mechanically
challenging gameplay of Dark Souls could contribute to meaningful
videogame experiences and mental health benefits, most notably,
by cultivating resilience and perseverance that translates into play-
ers’ real lives. In turn, resilience and perseverance of effort have
been linked to diminished depressive symptoms by fostering posi-
tive self-perceptions, such as a sense of personal power [99]. Our
work aligns with previous findings suggesting that challenging
gameplay could support players’ well-being by affording feelings
of empowerment [101], or positive emotional experiences, such
as a sense of competence, that players are lacking in their real
lives [76]. Notably, in contrast to previous research [76], we iden-
tified many instances of what resembled problem-focused coping
where players described how they would translate their gameplay
experiences with Dark Souls into strategies to address and find
solutions to their real-life struggles, for example with depression.
Such problem-focused applying of in-game lessons to real-life was
commonly associated with the punishing, yet methodological and
fair nature of the game’s difficulty; players described how the game
was about iteratively developing the skills to overcome seemingly
insurmountable obstacles, where perseverance would ultimately be
rewarded by triumphant feelings of achievement, which resonated
with many players as a meaningful, broader lesson on life.
Previously, meaningful and reflective gameplay outcomes have
been associated mainly with players’ engagement with game narra-
tives, e.g., being confronted with emotionally challenging themes,
topics, or in-game choices [12, 23, 26, 57, 102]. In fact, it has been
previously suggested that highly demanding gameplay could hin-
der the elicitation of eudaimonic outcomes, since such outcomes
tend to require heightened cognitive and affective effort from the
player [26]. Previous findings on games’ capacity to support players
in coping with difficult life experiences likewise have predominantly
associated meaning-making with narrative aspects and character
interactions, although challenge aspects were briefly mentioned as
possibly helping players re-frame their in-game frustrations [76].
Our findings illuminate how extensive performative challenge [29]
may contribute to deeply meaningful and reflective, or eudaimonic



“Don’t You Dare Go Hollow”

outcomes that players associate with mental health benefits, such
as a heightened sense of agency and self-efficacy in their real lives.
However, it remained unclear at which time point of the overall ex-
periential trajectory players began to associate the gameplay cycle
of Dark Souls with real-life lessons in resilience and perseverance. It
is possible that players drew these parallels between the gameplay
and their own lives only after the immediate experience of play-
ing. Hence, when exploring certain reflective and eudaimonic—or
possibly therapeutic—player experiences, we highlight the need for
more longitudinal [60] approaches that account for the experiential
trajectory at length, encompassing the more immediate aspects
of gameplay in addition to players’ post-hoc rationalizations and
meaning-making processes [e.g., 102, 103].

In alignment with previous work on empowering gameplay ex-
periences [101], our findings imply that players may in fact re-
frame their in-game struggles as a meaningful path to appreciation
and empowerment when these struggles are seen to align with
the game’s narrative and intended themes and the players feel
personally responsible for outcomes. In their discussions, players
characterized the challenging gameplay of Dark Souls as punishing,
yet methodological and fair, relating feelings of control and agency
to the gameplay, explicitly describing how they felt personally re-
sponsible for both their failures and successes (see Section 4.4.1).
Importantly, players’ descriptions of their in-game struggles were
typically tied with references to the game’s perceived themes of
resilience and perseverance, and with the concept of hollowing (as
exemplified in Section 4.1.5). Our findings highlight hollowing—a
central in-game concept that functions both as a gameplay me-
chanic and a narrative element with deep metaphorical significance
for players (see Section 4.2.3)—as a defining feature of Dark Souls,
contributing to how players derived profound meaning and men-
tal health benefits from the game’s extensively challenging and
iterative gameplay structure.

5.2 Games as Vehicles for Reflection and
Psychological Resonance

Our findings illuminate how videogames may support players’ well-
being by fostering reflection, which is a concept that has gained
notable within HCI [8, 34]. In the context of gaming, reflection
has been linked to eudaimonic outcomes such as meaningfulness,
appreciation, personal growth, or perspective-transformation [23,
26, 64,73, 89,102, 103]. Our findings align with previous research on
how games may trigger players to explore, and transform, aspects
of their own identity [89, 102], affording potential mental health
benefits by assisting players in re-framing their own challenging
experiences [76, 96]. In our data, players commonly associated the
game with such re-framing of their own experiences, particularly
in relation to depression. Notably, we found that Dark Souls could
foster such meaningful reflection and re-framing through the close
interplay of its gameplay mechanics and narrative elements, which
players frequently interpreted as metaphorical representations of
their own struggles with depression and existential issues.

The ways in which Dark Souls resonated with players and served
as a reflective mirror for their personal struggles seem to align with
the principles of existential transformational game design [93]. This
game design framework, which draws inspiration from existential
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psychotherapy, outlines how players may engage with game ele-
ments that symbolize and bring to light deep, often unconscious
psychological struggles [93]. Fostering such engagement has been
proposed as an effective approach to design videogames that pro-
mote personal growth and psychological transformation [93]. On a
similar note, our findings suggest that in Dark Souls, players’ en-
gagement with the in-game concept of hollowing could be seen as
something more than mere gameplay: to players, it may represent
a symbolic processing of their own struggles, potentially leading
to personal transformation, empowerment, and resilience. We pro-
pose that existential transformational game design [92, 93] may
pose a fruitful framework for further exploring and harnessing of
the therapeutic benefits of commercial entertainment videogames.
Moreover, as a design implication, we highlight holistic integration
of game aspects like narrative elements and gameplay mechanics
to foster meaningful reflection, exemplified by the use of hollowing
as an overarching game aspect in Dark Souls.

5.3 Fostering Online Communities and
Meaningful Post-Play Interactions

We found that the online communities surrounding Dark Souls
could provide players important mental and emotional support. A
sense of connection with other players (or in-game characters) has
been suggested as a possible eudaimonic outcome [13, 26]. How-
ever, not all social game moments are experienced as eudaimonic by
players, and it has remained unclear what exactly might distinguish
such eudaimonic outcomes of multiplayer from non-eudaimonic
ones [26]. Our findings suggest that it was particularly the coopera-
tive qualities of Dark Souls that contributed to at times profound and
uplifting experiences with the game; for example, some players de-
scribed how the game’s cooperative multiplayer reflected the value
of cooperation in life, and inspired them to seek professional help.
Here, the game’s cooperative summoning mechanic, closely tied
to the game mechanics surrounding hollowing (See section 4.3.1),
seemed to reflect the game’s holistic themes of resilience, existential
struggle, and camaraderie.

While previous research found only few instances of social cop-
ing afforded by games, associating it mainly with cooperative mul-
tiplayer aspects [76], the lively and encouraging discussions within
the r/darksouls subreddit suggested that the online community
itself could offer players valuable emotional and mental support,
as well as a channel for making sense of their mental health expe-
riences with the game. This aligns with previous findings on how
online platforms such as Reddit can afford players an opportunity
to engage in meaningful social sharing, meaning-making, and for-
mation of identity and community [89]. In fact, interactions within
similar online communities have been seen to potentially support
individuals with mental health problems by providing them with
social support and sense of connectedness [2, 21, 52]. Hence, we
echo the idea that further exploration and incorporation of the role
of online gaming communities could help harness the therapeutic
potential of commercial videogames [21]. In addition, we propose
that further work on this therapeutic potential could focus on facil-
itating similar supportive interactions between players within the
gameplay itself, such as, in the case of Dark Souls, was associated
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with game’s cooperative summoning mechanic (Section 4.3.1) or
its in-game messaging system (Section 4.3.4).

On a more general note, our findings suggest that players’ en-
gagement with online gaming communities could be usefully con-
ceptualized as a continuum of their overall player experience, high-
lighting how the game experience can extend beyond the immediate
gameplay in meaningful ways. We found that players’ vivid engage-
ment with r/darksouls resembled previous conceptions of post-play
re-engagement [102], characterized as a period of meaning-making
during which the player actively makes sense of their gameplay ex-
perience, possibly resulting in the accommodation of novel life per-
spectives. Hence, we echo that further player experience research
on eudaimonic outcomes might focus on this aspect of how players
retrospectively engage with their gameplay experiences [102], for
example, through engagement with online gaming forums such as
in the case of Dark Souls in our study.

5.4 Escapism and Eudaimonic Motives

Notably, we found that players frequently characterized Dark Souls
as having some therapeutic value, and at times explicitly expressed
engaging with the game not strictly for entertainment but as a
form of self-care. Whereas the game’s perceived capacity to help
players cope with depression or other challenging life experiences
oftentimes appeared to be somewhat unexpected for the players,
some users did describe deliberately picking up the game when in
need of mental support. A common therapeutic benefit of the game,
as the players themselves described, was helpful mental distraction
amid difficult periods of life. This observation aligns with previous
discussion on how commercial videogames may benefit individuals
with depression [69], for instance, by offering positive distraction
from rumination that exacerbates depressive symptoms [81]. How-
ever, distraction from negative emotions has also been associated
with avoidance coping strategies [74] and problematic, maladaptive
gaming [9]. While the motivation of escapism has been linked to
maladaptive coping strategies [9, 74], it can also serve as a healthy,
adaptive coping mechanism [9, 69]. Our findings further support
links between avoidance coping and challenging gameplay [76],
underlining the need for tools that distinguish adaptive from mal-
adaptive forms of escapism [9].

Based on the players’ accounts in our study, it frequently re-
mained unclear whether the distractions provided by Dark Souls
were genuinely helpful, even if players described them as such.
To further distinguish nuances between adaptive and maladaptive
coping in recreational gaming, the dichotomy of self-suppressive es-
capism and self-expansive escapism [97] may prove useful. Previous
work has self-expansive escapism to eudaimonic gaming experi-
ences and self-suppressive escapism to the more hedonistic forms of
play less focused on personal growth [23]. In our study, players fre-
quently highlighted the helpful nature of the distraction provided
by Dark Souls; for instance, some articulated regularly returning to
the game due to its capacity to bolster feelings of self-efficacy (e.g.,
Section 4.4.2), suggesting a form self-expansive escapism [23]. Yet,
a few players expressed more negative views on the therapeutic
value gaming, likening it to avoidance of real-life problems, akin to
maladaptive coping [74] or self-suppressive escapism [97].
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Most players did, however, characterize the escapism Dark Souls
offered as positive, even when it did not cleraly promote self-
expansion. For example, a few layers noted that relied on Dark Souls
because they lacked access to therapy (e.g., Section 4.4.3), aligning
with previous findings on how videogames may help players cope
with extreme negative emotions and prevent self-destructive be-
haviors [56]. Taken together, our findings highlight some of the
complexities in defining adaptive and maladaptive escapism, and
emphasize the importance of further investigation of what drives
players toward gaming beyond mere entertainment. A better un-
derstanding of the motives of eudaimonic gaming—a relatively
understudied topic [26]—could inform how commercial entertain-
ment games might better be leveraged as accessible, meaningful
self-help tools [69].

5.5 Player Expectations and Tensions Between
Entertainment and Healthcare Games

One critical factor shaping eudaimonic or therapeutic gameplay
outcomes may be player expectations. Previous works suggest that
certain emotionally challenging and transformative gameplay ex-
periences can emerge from encounters that violate players’ expec-
tations [102, 103]. In contrast, Soulslike games are seen to thrive on
players’ anticipation of struggle and repeated failure [4, 30], which
aligns with our findings, as players typically characterized the
gameplay structure of Dark Souls as a process of trial and error (see
Section 4.1.1). In our data, players frequently described how Dark
Souls taught them to embrace challenges and failure, both within
the game and, notably, in their own lives (see Section 4.1.2). How-
ever, in these accounts, it generally remained unclear at which point
would players begin to expect and embrace their extensive in-game
struggles. Some players did seem to expect that Dark Souls could
somehow help them cope with their mental health challenges, but
mostly, it remained unclear what were players’ initial expectations
when going into the game, and how those expectations and under-
standing of the game might have evolved. However, we suggest that
perhaps one aspect contributing to the mental health affordances
of Dark Souls might relate to precisely its defiance of conventional
gaming norms regarding difficulty and avatar death [86]. While
conventionally, videogames frame avatar death a failure, Dark Souls
seems to demand its players to re-frame it as an inevitable part of
gameplay. Our findings imply that such re-framing had profound
real-life implications for many players.

While our focus was on commercial entertainment videogames,
our findings may also inform the design of serious games and
game-based health interventions. Reflecting the tension between
paradigms of entertainment games and non-entertainment games
with health-related aims [68], a key consideration could be play-
ers’ varying expectations and attitudes towards the experience. In
contrast to commercial entertainment videogames, such as Dark
Souls, which provide inherently engaging, enjoyable experiences
that might inadvertently afford mental health benefits, a key chal-
lenge in designing serious healthcare games is to achieve specific
health-related outcomes while maintaining intrinsically engaging
and motivating gameplay experiences [21, 71]. On a related note, it
has been previously argued that successful game-based approaches
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to mental health should do more than “adding a spoonful of sugar
to sweeten an otherwise uninterested task” [68, p.11].

As evidenced also by our findings, different game aspects do not
exist in isolation [76]; rather, the interplay of various features of
Dark Souls was seen to holistically shape players’ mental health
experiences, further complicating the design of games for health.
These experiences often aligned with the broad concept of eudai-
monic gameplay [25, 26], with players ascribing notions such as
meaningfulness, reflection, resonance, and perspective-change with
their experience of Dark Souls. As an example of a holistic and the-
matically congruent intertwining of different design elements, we
again highlight the concept of hollowing in Dark Souls, which intri-
cately weaves together the game’s narrative context, core gameplay
mechanics, and cooperative features—all aspects that, based on our
findings, could contribute to players’ mental health benefits.

5.6 Limitations, Future Directions, and
Reflections on Al-Assistance

Our qualitative, exploratory inquiry sought to derive player-centric
insights into the perceived mental health benefits of Dark Souls. The
emphasis of our thematic analysis approach was on interpretive
depth and contextual sensitivity rather than on generalizability.
This focus allowed us to explore game-specific aspects, such as
gameplay mechanics, narrative elements, and community cultures,
but this approach limits the direct transferability of our findings
to other games, communities, or broader populations. Rather than
establishing causal claims, our work is intended to spark future
inquiries, inform hypothesis and theory development, and guide
further conceptual and empirical advancements in understanding
how videogames may contribute to well-being. Hence, while provid-
ing rich insights into players’ mental health experiences with Dark
Souls, our findings should not be seen as evidence of the game’s
clinical efficacy in treating mental health conditions. For example,
follow-up studies, such as interviews or randomized controlled
trials, could help further refine and test our findings regarding the
potential mental health impacts of Dark Souls.

A notable limitation was our reliance on “depression” as a key-
word to frame our data collection. Again, we emphasize that our
study focused on players’ own, self-reported experiences with what
they termed “depression”, rather than on depressive disorders in a
clinical sense; hence, when interpreting our findings, it is impor-
tant to understand the term “depression” in its more colloquial,
self-described sense, which may or may not have aligned with clin-
ical criteria of depressive disorders. Since we did not aim to target
clinical definitions of depression, many potentially relevant discus-
sions on players’ mental health experiences were likely overlooked.
We suggest that future research could broaden the scope by explor-
ing a wider range of mental-health related vocabulary and online
data sources (e.g., game reviews or social media platforms [87]),
potentially focusing on different videogames and diverse method-
ologies. It could also be valuable to investigate whether other games
in FromSoftware’s Soulsborne series—or within the Soulslike genre
more broadly—resonate with players’ mental health experiences in
ways similar to Dark Souls.

Importantly, although we deemed our LLM-assisted workflow
helpful in compiling a manageable, meaning-rich purposive sample
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for our study, our approach introduced its own limitations. The
highlighting by the LLM was largely guided by examples of what
the human researcher considered important to highlight in the test
dataset, effectively mirroring the first author’s subjective perspec-
tive. At the same time, the tool itself, shaped by its algorithms,
training data, and parameters, may have privileged certain aspects
of the discussion over others. However, in light of our IoU and
false negative/positive analysis (see Section 3.3.3), we consider it
unlikely that the machine-mediated interpretive layer introduced
any major distortion of the human researcher’s interpretive lens.
Nevertheless, our LLM-informed approach to thematic analysis
should be understood merely as our effort to explore Al-assisted
qualitative research rather than as a demonstration of its benefits.
We do not advocate researchers lazily attempting to offload their
analytic work to Al; instead, we encourage researchers to carefully
and critically consider how tools like LLMs might complement,
or impede, their specific methodological approaches and research
contexts. We echo previous calls for maintaining human agency in
Al-assisted qualitative research [32, 58], and stress the importance
of developing guidelines for ethical and effective integration of Al
tools into qualitative inquiry. In this paper, we have prioritized 1)
transparent LLM usage by disclosing our prompt and source code,
and 2) quantification of LLM performance by implementing IoU as
the performance metric.

6 Conclusions

Commercial entertainment videogames have been increasingly rec-
ognized for their potential mental health benefits, yet there is a need
for more in-depth exploration of the features that could make partic-
ular games effective in this sense. To address this gap, we analyzed
players’ online discussions surrounding mental health and Dark
Souls, focusing on how players described the game as helping them
cope with what they termed “depression”. Using qualitative data
collected from the r/darksouls subreddit, we conducted a thematic
analysis to derive rich insights into the interplay of various game de-
sign aspects and players’ self-described mental health experiences.
Our findings revealed that players felt the game’s mechanically
challenging, iterative gameplay cycle as cultivating resilience and
perseverance that translated into their real lives. Further, the game
was frequently seen by players as a metaphorical representation
of their personal struggles with depression and existential issues,
affording deep psychological resonance and transformative reflec-
tions. Moreover, we found that the game’s online community could
provide players support and encouragement. Players commonly
considered the game as a form of self-care, finding therapeutic value
in how it helped them cope with depression and difficult life experi-
ences. Taken together, our findings highlight the in-game concept
of hollowing as a defining feature of Dark Souls, effectively integrat-
ing its challenging gameplay, narrative themes, and cooperative
multiplayer dynamics to holistically contribute to players’ experi-
ences of profound mental health benefits with the game. Our study
offers insights that could inform future research on eudaimonic
human-technology interactions and contribute to the development
of more engaging, effective, and accessible forms of digital mental
health support.
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A Details of LLM Use
A.1 Background

Al-assisted qualitative research is an active HCI research area, with the promise of Al potentially enabling the analysis of larger datasets [7,
32, 53, 58]. In recent years, progress has been empowered by the revolution of Natural Language Processing (NLP) brought about by Large
Language Models (LLMs), such as GPT-3 [19], GPT-4 [85] and Llama 3 [49]. A key capability of LLMs is few-shot learning [19], which allows
tasks such as inductive coding to be explained to the model much in the same way as a human research assistant, using natural language
instructions and few-shot examples of text and corresponding codes [55]. Previous research on LLMs for qualitative research has focused on
data augmentation and generation [1, 98] as well as data coding [45, 55, 75, 105]. However, there have been calls for increased researcher
agency in Al-assisted qualitative research [32, 58], which motivates our approach of only using LLMs for data preprocessing and sampling
instead of the actual thematic analysis.

A.2 Highlighting Relevant Text Using an LLM

First, the first author produced a validation dataset of messages where those passages were highlighted that were deemed as potentially
significant. Then, the OpenAI GPT-4-turbo [84] LLM was instructed to highlight similar content in the full dataset as follows, implemented
in Python:

(1) For each message, append it to the the prompt in Table A1, in order to make the LLM respond with the same message but with relevant
text highlighted by surrounding it with “**”, which corresponds to bolding the relevant text in the Markdown format. This can be
considered a form of extractive text summarization [63]. Our prompt design corresponds to the general prompt design guidelines of
1) providing precise instructions and 2) supplementing the instructions with concrete examples of desired LLM output. We used 9
human-highlighted messages in our prompt.

(2) For each LLM response, check and correct deviations from expected behavior. After removing the surrounding highlighted
passages, the LLM’s output should be the same as the analyzed message. Checking this is necessary because LLMs are imperfect
and can make various mistakes or “hallucinate” [5, 66]. A common LLM hallucination we noticed is outputting a statement from the
parent messages instead of the current message to analyze. These hallucinations were automatically detected and removed. Since
we noticed that the LLM sometimes corrected typos in the original text, we accepted outputs with an edit distance (i.e., how many
operations are required to transform one word to another) less than five from expected. For larger deviations, we flagged the messages
to be checked manually.

(3) Using a manually annotated validation dataset of 189 messages not including the prompt’s examples, calculate the human-Al agreement
as Intersection over Union (IoU), a.k.a. Jaccard Index [90], in the range 0...1. Here, 1 signals perfect overlap of human and AT highlights,
and 0 signals no overlap, e.g., the Al failing to highlight anything in a message where the validation data had highlighted something.
IoU is a common success metric in machine learning, e.g., for measuring the overlap of object detection bounding boxes [91] or
the quality of extractive text summarization [100]. We implemented IoU on character level, measuring the overlap of highlighted
characters in the validation data and the LLM output. For examples of human and LLM highlights and the corresponding IoU scores,
see Table 1.
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Table A1: The prompt used for highlighting relevant statements in the Reddit data. Each analyzed message was inserted after
the "ACTUAL INPUT:". The "<...>" indicate text omitted here for brevity. The full prompt included 9 examples. These were
not included in the validation dataset to avoid overly optimistic IoU results. The example message shown below has been
paraphrased in accordance with our ethics procedure.

Below, I will give you a Reddit discussion comment from the Dark Souls subreddit. If there are parent comments, they are also provided for context.
Please perform the following text analysis task.

Task description:

- Identify and extract statements about depression and Dark Souls or other video games.

- For example, the statements may be about potential mental health benefits of the game, how the game’s design or player experience relates to depression,
or how the game might positively or negatively affect depression. The statements might also express support for someone struggling with depression.
- Extract long enough statements (e.g., full sentences instead of just a few words) so that they are understandable on their own.

- Do not extract anything from the parent comments.

- Preserve exact formatting of extracted statements. Do not correct typos or remove unnecessary spaces.

How to format your output:

- Respond by repeating the original comment, but surrounding the extracted statements with double asterisks, as shown in the examples below.

- If no statements were found, just respond with "No statements found.

- Below, you can see examples of comments to analyze and the corresponding output to produce. The actual comment to analyze follows after the
examples.

EXAMPLE 1 INPUT:

— Parent comments (for context only) —:

| Dark Souls and depression.

|
| I played DS1 Remastered <...>

| T will try to not go hollow :)

— Comment to analyze —:

It wasn’t a stupid post at all! Souls games were an escape for me when going through divorce. <...>
EXAMPLE 1 OUTPUT:

It wasn’t a stupid post at all! **Souls games were an escape for me when going through divorce* <...>
<...>

ACTUAL INPUT:

<each analyzed message or comment inserted here, together with the possible parents for context>
OUTPUT:






