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Abstract

Bury Me, My Love (2017, Playdius Entertainment) is an intriguing project ad-
dressing a significant social issue: the phenomenon of displacement and ref-
ugees. This game serves as an example to illustrate the potential of digital
games as a medium for commenting on and interpreting existing realities,
showcasing their critical, educational, and even transformative value—con-
cepts collectively described as “social impact gaming”. This game, along with
other titles mentioned in the article, represents a production that is relatively
simple to implement: inexpensive, straightforward, and not demanding in
terms of hardware requirements. Yet it simultaneously offers insights into
the mechanisms underlying the emergence of significant social issues,
thereby holding an advantage over both AAA games and traditional media.
A detailed examination of specific elements of this game (case study) will
help identify possible strategies for its application in contexts beyond enter-
tainment, which is a critical aspect of “social impact gaming”.

Keywords: video games, refugees, social impact games, serious games

1. Introduction

Bury me, my Love is a multiplatform narrative video game that can be classi-
fied as a serious game. This production illustrates one of the most vital contem-
porary social issues—the phenomenon of forced migration—which constitutes
the foundation of socially engaged games, also referred to as social impact
games. Originally released in 2017 for mobile devices running Android and iOS,
the game is a collaborative work by The Pixel Hunt, Figs, and ARTE France. In
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2019, editions for the Nintendo Switch handheld console and personal comput-
ers were introduced to the market—the latter being available via the digital
distribution platforms Steam and itch.io.

Bury me, my Love exemplifies a relatively accessible game due to its low price
point (averaging approximately $5) and broad availability across various hard-
ware platforms. It is also user-friendly, due to its simplified mechanics and the
use of a touch-based interface. At the same time, the production offers insight
into complex and nuanced social mechanisms. This juxtaposition of simplicity
and depth of message distinguishes the title both in comparison to other major
AAA (Triple-A) games and to traditional media.

Although Bury me, my Love does not introduce a novel subject, it stands out
through its form and approach to the central theme. It is also a game in which
the developers employ rarely used design solutions, such as the integration of
interfaces (hardware and software) and notification mechanics that extend be-
yond the game world. These features—mentioned here and discussed in detail
below—are valuable from the perspective of practical implementations and ed-
ucational interventions. Therefore, this title merits in-depth analysis in the
form of a case study.

2. Literature review

The origin for the creation of Bury me, my Love was the encounter between the
game’s author, Florent Maurin, and Dana—a Syrian refugee who survived the
journey from Damascus to Europe. Through a series of meetings, the core de-
sign principle was developed: to faithfully recreate the way refugees use mobile
messaging apps on their smartphones to stay in touch with friends and family
(GDC, 2018). This approach to gameplay aligns with the type of play that French
philosopher and sociologist Roger Caillois termed as mimicry, in which players
imitate and assume roles, co-creating a virtual world and thereby shaping their
attitudes based on observation and a sense of immersion (Stomczynski, 2014).

According to the developers, Bury me, my Loveis a reality-inspired game,
based on actual events (GDC, 2018). It is one of many games that originate from
a reflection on social issues. This entanglement with social themes and the at-
tempt to influence audiences are characteristic of socially engaged games (Rug-
giero, 2013), which, in a broader context, are reflected in initiatives such
as Games for Change or Games for Impact (Ashton, 2007). The starting point for
such projects is usually the personal views or experiences of authors, which are
then elaborated upon using collected materials and transformed into the form
of a digital game. This approach is typical of serious games—productions in
which the primary aim is not entertainment, but rather education and aware-
ness-raising through gameplay (Michael, Chen, 2005, p. 21; Charsky, 2010,
p- 179). In this context, “social impact games” may be understood as at least
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partially overlapping with serious games, as they are titles that address social
challenges by fostering empathy, influencing behaviour, or promoting collec-
tive change (Grace, 2023). The sense of engagement (immersion) in the ob-
served or reenacted events can enhance the educational potential of a given
production (Gee, 2003; Charsky, 2010).

Depending on the type of serious game, this educational component may affect
the player in different ways. It may involve an attempt to provoke a reaction or
reflection through a high-quality aesthetic experience (art games), a critical
commentary on current events (news games), a disruption of the boundary be-
tween the game world and the physical world (pervasive games), a mechanism
of empathic identification (empathy games), or even shock (radical games).
What is particularly interesting is that Bury me, my Loveincorporates elements
of several of these subtypes of serious games, which contributes to the unique-
ness of this title. At the same time, adopting such a perspective entails the risk
of an imbalance between entertainment and serious aspects, which in some
cases results in games that fail to provide satisfying gameplay; this will be noted
with regard to Bury Me, My Love later in the article.

3. Methodology

The following description of Bury me, my Love, is based on the mobile version
of the game and, in order to avoid spoilers, does not include specific details
about its narrative. The choice of this edition is primarily motivated by the de-
velopers’ recommendation who suggest on the official website (www.buryme-
mylove.arte.tv), that the game should be played on a smartphone as it offers
the most immersive experience. The following analysis is based on the ontolog-
ical model of game analysis developed by Espen Aarseth and Pawel Grabar-
czyk, which consists of four layers: physical, structural, communicational, and
mental, each subdivided into three sublayers. The physical layer concerns the
material aspects of the game; the structural layer addresses its mechanics, code,
and economic model; the communicational layer pertains to the ways infor-
mation is conveyed (including the interface); and the mental layer relates to the
player’s experiences and perceptions (Aarseth, Grabarczyk, 2018). The choice
of mobile version is directly linked to the game’s communicational layer,
which—across its presentational (appearance, graphics, and sounds), semantic
(all conveyed meanings and information, from simple commands to full narra-
tives), and interface (non-diegetic information directed solely at the player) di-
mensions—is built around the metaphor of a smartphone and simulates
information exchange via a mobile messaging app, which is a core design prin-
ciple. In practice, this means the player performs simple operations on
a touchscreen interface, such as receiving and sending messages in various
forms—primarily textual, and less frequently symbolic (emoticons) or graph-
ical (photos).
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4. Results

A distinctive feature that sets the discussed game apart from others is its “desk-
top”-style interface. Based on the fundamental division into hardware and soft-
ware interfaces, as well as input (which determines the scope and nature of
information the user can transmit to the device) and output (which governs the
form of feedback from the device to the user) interfaces (Celiniski, 2011; Bomba,
2014, p. 82), we can assert that in this case, the software output interface pre-
sented in the game fully corresponds to the hardware input interface when us-
ing the Android or iOS version of Bury me, my Love that in a result “maps the
temporal structures of refugee experience onto the lives of its players” (Nijdam,
2022). This is a highly uncommon situation, as interaction within virtual envi-
ronments is typically mediated through hardware controllers (usually a key-
board, mouse, or a gamepad), which indirectly translate the player's physical
actions into the game world. Certain exceptions include steering wheels or joy-
sticks, which allow for more direct manipulation of vehicles in racing games or
flight simulators.

It is also important to consider the software layer of the interface, which gen-
erally includes abstract elements superimposed on the represented world.
These are typically various non-diegetic textual or visual messages accessible
only to the player, such as HUDs displaying item attributes, maps, or health in-
dicators (Iacovides et al. 2015, p. 13). In contrast, diegetic elements are those
that constitute the game world and narrative, therefore are accessible to both
the player and the character they control (ibid.). Launching Bury me, my Love
on a smartphone creates a rare scenario in which the hardware interface (the
smartphone) is identical to the communicative layer of the game—both in
terms of diegetic and non-diegetic elements. In other words, the player ob-
serves the game world through the hardware output interface, i.e., the screen
of their device, on which messages exchanged between the two main charac-
ters—Nour, fleeing Syria for Europe, and her husband Majd, who is forced to
stay behind—are displayed.

Other productions, such as Her Story (2015, Sam Barlow) or SUPERHOT VR
(2016, SUPERHOT Team), also simulate fragments of the hardware input inter-
face within the game world. In Her Story, this is a computer, while in SUPER-
HOT VR, it is a virtual reality (VR) headset. Choosing to play these games on the
hardware platform suggested by the game’s design unifies the gaming experi-
ence not only at the level of the game system, its rules, and the player’s impres-
sions and mental imagery, but also in terms of the specific physical actions
required to continue gameplay (Nitsche, 2008, p. 15). Such game design can en-
hance the sense of sensory immersion in the observed virtual reality (Heim,
1993, pp. 154-155)—which reduces the cognitive distance between the dis-
played image and its viewer, between the virtual and physical worlds (Maj,
2015, p. 372). In Bury me, my Love, this results from the exceptionally strong
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embedding of the game’s communicative layer in the interface metaphor, mak-
ing the player feel as though they are genuinely (almost physically) participat-
ing in the events. The player knows from the description and narrative that
they are assuming the role of someone communicating via mobile phone—and
they are indeed doing so, both in the game world and on their own device.

This phenomenon does not occur when Bury me, my Love is played on a per-
sonal computer or even on a Nintendo Switch console, which may reduce the
enjoyment of gameplay for some users and, in extreme cases, lead to the oppo-
site of immersion—-emersion, which weakens the sense of direct participation in
the game’s events (Kubinski, 2016, pp. 69-70). Therefore, the developers’ en-
couragement to experience their game on a mobile device is understandable.
The impression of deepened engagement is further enhanced by the audiovis-
ual design, which, while not extensive, has been crafted with attention to detail.
The developers paid close attention to elements such as message reception an-
imations and intricately drawn graphics that imitate photographs. In addition
to the main view of the messaging interface, the game also features a menu,
a map, and an integrated journal in which certain content—such as images re-
ceived during the virtual conversation—is saved. At the same time, the game's
sound layer has been reduced to a minimum, consisting of a notification sound,
a few short recordings, and a single musical theme that plays at specific mo-
ments, such as when transitioning to the next day of the journey. Vibrations
signalling incoming messages also contribute positively to the impression of
participating in an authentic conversation.

Educational content can be embedded in the narrative, descriptions (of charac-
ters, tasks, or the game world), but also in the game mechanics themselves. The
latter—an approach unique to games—is often referred to as procedural rhet-
oric (Bogost, 2007). In the case of the discussed production, the game teaches
through its core mechanics, raising awareness of the challenges involved in
helping aloved one from a distance, particularly in a complex situation such as
attempting to cross into another country. This stems from the fact that not
every decision that seems appropriate from Majd’s perspective—the main char-
acter controlled by the player—leads to a positive outcome for Nour, his part-
ner and a refugee navigating a dangerous route to Europe, who is located in an
entirely different place. For instance, suggesting that she hides money in her
underwear results in a favourable outcome, as Nour avoids losing her funds
during a search. However, encouraging her to apply for asylum proves detri-
mental, as it leads to her being stuck in a refugee camp for many months. As
a result, the player is confronted with the consequences of their decisions—
they are no longer passive observers of events but actively co-create them
through the procedures (algorithms, mechanics) embedded in the game. Im-
portantly, due to the ergodic nature of this medium, the player can restart the
game multiple times and enact different versions of Nour and Majd’s story,
thereby gaining a completely different (holistic) perspective on the entire issue.

44



Bury Me, My Love: An Introduction to Social Impact Games

Bury me, my Love also serves as a specific commentary on the existing socio-
political situation. Admittedly, the game lacks the temporal immediacy charac-
teristic of typical news games, which are usually released shortly after the
events they aim to comment on. However, the inspiration behind the game lies
in the ongoing Syrian civil war, which has persisted since 2011, and the broader
issue of migration—particularly forced displacement—remains highly rele-
vant. The game engages with this ongoing discourse in a highly specific and
previously unexplored manner. This is not merely a matter of addressing the
topic itself. In the past, several serious games have tackled similar issues. What
distinguishes Bury me, my Lovefrom those earlier titles, however, is the unique
form it adopts, as previously described, as well as the mechanics that will be
discussed further.

Of course, this game is not merely a straightforward, informative depiction of
the relationship between two individuals gradually becoming geographically
separated. While it does contain factual information—for instance, descrip-
tions of cities visited by Nour, including population figures or explanations of
why a given metropolis constitutes a key point along the refugee route—it also
reveals the everyday struggles of a displaced person. These include lack of ac-
cess to Wi-Fi or electricity, communication difficulties, harsh camp conditions,
confusion over local legal intricacies, uncertainty about choosing the
right route, and a range of fears concerning both personal safety and the fate
of family members left behind in Syria. The game also incorporates elements
designed to evoke a sense of empathy or emotional resonance in the player:
illustrations of the protagonists’ war-torn hometown streets, reports of
the death of another acquaintance, or narrative fragments that portray the sor-
row of the couple’s separation. Together, these components create an authen-
tic message that allows for a deeper understanding of stories familiar
from TV screens—yet without the sensationalism often characteristic of tele-
vised representations.

This approach is also linked to the fact that Bury me, my Love offers the player
multiple possible endings. As a result, Nour does not necessarily reach Ger-
many; she may, for example, become stranded in a Bulgarian refugee camp.
There are many such scenarios, and the final outcome depends on the sugges-
tions the player sends to Nour through the “fingers” of her husband, Majd. In-
terestingly, Nour possesses her own independent and strong-willed personality
and does not always follow the player’s advice, which enhances the credibility
of the experience and reinforces the realism of this unconventional gameplay.

However, this commentary is not always neutral and contains an ideological
dimension that is not immediately apparent. As the player becomes immersed
in the relationship between the two protagonists and learns more about it,
a perspective on the refugee crisis—embedded by the developers—gradually
emerges. For example, in the description of Berlin, the developers reference
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Angela Merkel’s famous 2015 statement about Europe’s “wide opening” to ref-
ugees (Deja 2015). This directly informs Nour’s destination: Germany. Further-
more, in the couple’s conversations, certain expressions appear that convey not
only evaluations of the events depicted in the game but also of exclusionary
attitudes held by some Europeans. One illustrative example is a moment when
Nour encounters difficulties crossing yet another border, prompting a dialogue
with Majd in which two contrasting European attitudes toward refugees are
juxtaposed: a negatively framed hostility and a more ambiguous, difficult-to-
judge fear.

One element of Bury me, my Lovethat merits discussion, is the implementation
of certain game mechanics. In this respect, too, the game is not particularly
complex; however, one especially noteworthy feature is the notification system
for unread messages. If the player grants the game the appropriate permissions
on the mobile device, they will periodically receive notifications directly from
the game. In this way, the production does not merely break the so-called
“magic circle” of gameplay—it actively “intrudes” into the player’s everyday
life. Whether or not this is a deliberate design choice, the game reproduces con-
temporary models of communication, in which various actors—both human
and non-human—compete for the limited attention of mobile device users
(Hoffman, Novak, 1996, p. 53), sometimes resulting in the problem of infor-
mation overload (Andrejevic, 2013, pp. 14-15). However, the point here is not
simply to replicate this dynamic, but rather to offer a striking, even physical
(measured in minutes or hours) reminder that not everything is within the
player’s control—especially when Nour’s status is marked in red, indicating she
is offline.

This unusual displacement of the player from the “pedestal” of agency is also
present in another serious game, 7hat Dragon, Cancer (2016, Numinous
Games), in which players are deprived of any real influence over the fate of
a dying child. In Bury me, my Love, waiting for the next notification produces
unexpected effects: the player may feel impatience, anxiety over the lack of
aresponse, or even fear of having missed something—an experience some-
times described as FOMO (Fear of Missing Out). Yet above all, what the player
experiences is a profound sense of helplessness, which powerfully conveys the
drama faced by fleeing refugees and their families—one of the declared aims
of the discussed production (GDC 2018).

However, the reported reception of Bury Me, My Love is mixed. Some critics
and players raised concerns that led to negative reviews. Based on public opin-
ions on platforms such as itch.io (2025), Steam (2025), and Metacritic (2025),
criticism centres on:

e Poor socio-cultural representation and lack of authenticity: misrepresen-
tation of the refugee experience, trivialization of suffering, and perceived
Western bias.

46



Bury Me, My Love: An Introduction to Social Impact Games

o Ethical and political issues: accusations of exploiting the subject matter,
claims that the game undermines the appropriateness of games for ad-
dressing social issues, and oversimplification of the Syrian refugee crisis.

o Simplified characterization and storytelling: unrealistic behaviour at-
tributeed to Nour and an emotional distance in the narrative.

e Gameplay and design limitations: absence of meaningful choices, low re-
playability, text overload, and bugs or errors (notably in some ports).

These observations suggest that Bury Me, My Love may not suit players expect-
ing fast-paced, more dynamic gameplay, complex storytelling or vivid audio-
visuals. At the same time, players with biographical or cultural ties to the
subject matter may react less positive. Thus, such challenges should be ad-
dressed before exposing these groups to the game.

5. Discussion

Bury Me, My Loveserves as a compelling example of a serious video game with
significant potential for social impact. This title offers a distinctive interface,
immersive experience, procedural structure, and core mechanics that effec-
tively simulate complex social phenomena, such as the refugee crisis. Further-
more, the game is accessible due to its low cost and minimal hardware
requirements, and it remains intuitive and user-friendly, even for individuals
with limited gaming experience. These characteristics make it a potentially val-
uable tool in various educational settings and as an instrument for social inter-
vention—particularly in contexts constrained by limited resources, such as
insufficient educators’ skills, tight budgets, or time restrictions.

The game exhibits features that are essential for any social impact game: assist-
ing or guiding others (in this case, not other human players but an in-game
companion), engaging with moral and ethical dilemmas (arising from the ad-
vice given and choices made), learning about societal issues (such as tensions
between local populations and refugees), and gaining insight into broader so-
cial challenges (including civil wars and humanitarian crises) (Ruggiero, 2013).
Therefore, potential applications include, but are not limited to:

e Self-education: tangential learning through gameplay and extension to
other media (films, articles, etc.).

e Learning by doing: interactive messaging with a (virtual) refugee rather
than passive watching or reading their stories.

e Collective discussion: conversations about the different paths Nour takes
on her journey to Europe.
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e Comparative analysis: examining varying European responses to refugees
as depicted in the game.

e Peer assessment: evaluating alternative in-game decisions made by play-
ers.

e Retrospective learning: assessing historical circumstances depicted in the
game by their real-world consequences (e.g., migration policies in the EU).

e Cross-curricular learning: integrating knowledge from different domains
(e.g., culture with geography, law, or ethics).

¢ Empathy and perspective-taking: emotional processing of gameplay com-
bined with reflection to foster understanding of people affected by migra-
tion crises.

Educators can also adopt a mixed approach. For example, raise awareness
about the migration crisis by using the game as an interactive story and com-
bining it with methods such as creative writing or journaling. Players might
propose alternative endings, suggest upgraded mechanics, or write a journal
from the protagonist’s perspective.

At the same time, it is important to note that the proposed applications should
be directed toward individuals with sufficient emotional maturity and sensitiv-
ity. This is necessary to avoid exposing younger audiences or those unpre-
pared—due to personal trauma or difficult experiences—to the game's
challenging content. The game is recommended for audiences between 15 and
18 years old (Gaming4skills, 2022). This is a potential limitation in the game's
broader applicability. Anyone who intends to introduce Bury Me, My Love in
any context should also consider the arguments of critically attituded players,
especially when the game will be presented to people culturally or biograph-
ically related to its main theme.

Another limitation is the lack of robust empirical data regarding its actual ef-
fectiveness in educational interventions, which underscores the need for fur-
ther research among player populations.

6. Conclusions

Digital games have become a significant medium in contemporary societies,
particularly (but not only) among younger generations. This medium not only
offers a comprehensible form of communication but, more importantly, pro-
vides an engaging and attractive mode of expression. As such, it holds the po-
tential for more effective influence, especially when compared to traditional
media. Within this framework, Bury Me, My Love emerges as a potentially val-
uable tool for shaping attitudes toward refugees.
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Consequently, future initiatives and educational interventions addressing the
broadly defined migration and refugee crisis should consider incorporating
this—and similar-production. Their capacity to combine emotional engage-
ment with experiential learning makes them promising assets in fostering em-
pathy, critical reflection, and social awareness.
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