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Introduction 

Games and game-based applications have become one of the main means of entertainment, 

education, socialization and many more aspects of contemporary life, especially so during 

and after the 2020 pandemic (Waters and Lewis 2021). According to conservative estimates, 

there are approximately 2.5-3 billion gamers in the world, i.e., nearly half the world’s 

population (Nast 2019). These estimates exclude users of game-based applications who are 

hard to account for but would significantly inflate this number. Of the gamers in the world, at 

least a third experiences a disability that affects or fully hinders their use of games (Aguado-

Delgado et al. 2020; Brown and Anderson 2021; Daws 2021). Research, however, has shown 

that games are important to people with disabilities for the same reasons that they are 

important to people without disabilities: entertainment, escapism, immersion, education, and 

socialization amongst many reasons (Alfredsson Ågren, Kjellberg and Hemmingsson 2020; 

Baltzar, Hassan and Turunen 2023). Some experiences of isolation or social exclusion, that 

may result from a disability, can even be especially alleviated with accessible, social games 

technologies (Johnson and Kane 2020). Nonetheless, accessible games, i.e., games that can 

be played by anyone regardless of their (dis)abilities, have long been scarce (Brown and 

Anderson 2021; IGDA 2004). Furthermore, due to the highly visual nature of games and the 
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increasing sophistication of game visual interfaces, people with visual impairments can 

especially struggle in finding accessible games (Andrade et al. 2019). 

Game accessibility, i.e., effort, designs, and features that can make games playable by 

everyone regardless of their (dis)abilities, is not only essential to people with disabilities, but 

to most everyone in society, as has been documented by the curb cut effect (Heydarian 2020). 

Investments in accessibility and in understanding the lives and needs of people with disability 

come to benefit everyone in society, including people without disabilities and people with 

atypical bodies and senses. Elevators, for example, while imperative to wheelchair users, 

provide comfort to people without disabilities, especially to those who may be tired, old, or 

weak.  

Advocacy groups. such as AbleGamers, Can I Play That?, and IGDA Game 

Accessibility SIG, have long called for accelerated accessibility efforts. Indeed, we have 

recently seen significant game accessibility developments. For example, a few notable 

developers have released games with enhanced accessibility settings, such as Last of Us 2 

(Naughty Dog 2020) and Assassin’s Creed Valhalla (Ubisoft 2020). Microsoft, for example, 

released the Xbox Adaptive Controller, Xbox accessibility guidelines and established a 

dedicated accessibility testing panel (Daws 2021). These efforts, however, remain scarce and 

by select few actors, rather than a consistent industry-wide systematic effort. Nonetheless, 

they are essential in the gradual re-shaping of the industry, perhaps especially because they 

come from significant market actors. 

To further accelerate accessibility work, it is important to understand its value and 

why it is needed. To this end, we need to ask how is game (in)accessibility experienced by 

people with disabilities? How does it affect their daily living, access to opportunities, or 

interaction with others? The COVID-19 pandemic may become a transient event in 

contemporary history, yet, it is an excellent ground for understanding the current and future 
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state and impact of game (in)accessibility because of its significant length and impact on 

people. It was a time where game use was heightened and the impact of (in)accessibility can 

be more evidently seen. 

This chapter is an autoethnographic account of how I gamed the COVID-19 pandemic 

with low vision; a type of visual impairment characterized by significant and disabling vision 

loss, without one being considered legally blind (Leat, Legge and Bullimore 1999). Despite 

the legal blindness upper limit on low vision, differences in legislations and diagnostic 

criteria between countries mean that many people with low vision can be considered legally 

blind in some countries but not others and have varying degrees of vision loss (Leat, Legge 

and Bullimore 1999). Low vision, hence, should be defined in terms of what it means to each 

individual and my low vision is defined in following sections. Because of this subjectivity in 

what low vision is I employ the spirit of the social and Nordic models of disability (Haegele 

and Hodge 2016; Shakespeare 2005) in defining and analyzing my experience, since these 

models emphasize the subjectivity of disability. In terms of the 2020 pandemic, my focus in 

this autoethnography is especially on the earlier phases of the pandemic, when we 

experienced the highest levels of social distancing, and consequently use of games for 

coping, entertainment, and socialization. The autoethnography provides an answer to the 

question: how did a person with low vision experience games during the COVID-19 

pandemic? What aspects of games and gaming strategies facilitated access? The intention is 

that this account would contribute to informing future research and practice of game 

accessibility. 

 

Methodology 

Autoethnography can be seen as a method in which the investigator herself and her subjective 

experiences are put under the microscope and compared to or contextualized within perceived 
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experiences of others (Adams and Holman Jones 2011; Tedlock 1991). As such, it can 

produce valuable, insightful, subjective, and otherwise inaccessible accounts of reality (Spry 

2001). Autoethnography, hence, requires reflexivity, self-reflection, and vulnerability 

(Adams and Holman Jones 2011). Reflexivity, in this context, is a way of making sense of 

the world through my own experience of it, rather than claiming distance from the world or 

objectivity in my gaze upon it. Precisely because of my access to the inner world of 

disability, autoethnography can contribute value in terms of accounting for unique 

experiences that would have otherwise been hidden from academic observation. 

In recent years, autoethnography has gained popularity within the computer science 

field in general, and game studies in particular. It can help researchers bridge the gap between 

themselves and research participant and too quickly, richly, and empathetically test and 

evaluate technologies under development (Cunningham and Jones 2005; Wright and 

McCarthy 2008). In the field of game studies, Amon Rapp (2018), for example, used 

autoethnography to understand the value of socialization in games, which informed his later 

gamification research. Autoethnography also appears in close readings of games through 

textual analysis, or playthroughs (Lankoski and Björk 2015), which can help us understand 

how games are experienced by players. Diane Carr (2014), for example, employed textual 

analyses to reflect on representation of disability in Dead Space (EA Redwood Shores 2008). 

Autoethnography can also be seen as too poetic, emotional, and less objective and positivistic 

compared to other methods (Spry 2001). While this debate cannot be properly addressed 

within this chapter, it is important to acknowledge it.  

It is also important to acknowledge that any research method comes with limitations 

and positivistic methods are not free of researcher bias or subjectivity. These aspects do not 

undermine the value of autoethnography, especially in fields where access to research 

participants is relatively rare and problematic, such as in disability studies. People with 
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disabilities have historically been objects in research and their disabilities were used to strip 

them of their agency and consent, complicating access to their unique experiences of the 

world to date (Dolmage 2017). An autoethnographic account, from a game researcher, can, 

hence, allow us such access, while maintaining high participant agency.  

Since 2017 to date, I have been keeping a personal journal, where I have documented 

my thoughts and experiences in a reflexive manner. This journal, and some of my social 

media posts provide the material for this autoethnography. In this analysis, I went through the 

entries in said journal, querying my experiences, and summarizing key observations from it. 

The spirit of the social and Nordic models of disability (Haegele and Hodge 2016; 

Shakespeare 2005) guided my approach. I approach disability experience as subjective and 

socially constructed. Meaning that it is mainly inaccessible designs (e.g., lack of elevators in 

buildings, lack of subtitles in games) that give rise to negative disability experiences, rather 

than disability being an inherently negative experience in and off itself.  

The pandemic had different phases, from the highly social-distanced phase at home, 

to relaxed travel and socialization. I define the start of the pandemic with the date March 16, 

2020, when, in Finland where I was living at the time, a state of emergency was declared 

(Finnish Government 2020), people were strongly advised to stay home, not to spend 

unnecessary time outdoors, public and private non-essential spaces were closed, and 

gatherings of more than 10 people were prohibited (Finnish Government 2020). I draw an 

analytical end to the pandemic in the summer (June-July) of 2021, the timeframe during 

which I received my second vaccination dose and felt more confident to roam about, even if 

with some restrictions. Most, if not all, non-essential business and activities were also 

resumed in Finland by that time with heightened safety measures. 
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Key Findings 

Personal Background (Positionality Statement) 

Low is different from a person and diagnosis to another. It is further impacted by the 

environment and situation a person is in (Leat, Legge and Bullimore 1999). I was born with 

albinism, a hereditary genetic condition that has a chance of occurring when two parents 

carry the recessive gene for it. It affects the production of melanin in the hair and skin, giving 

them distinct fair colors. This lack of melanin also affects eye development, resulting in most 

people with albinism having low vision, up to blindness, which, to date, cannot be corrected 

(NHS 2023). Personally, I have been considered to have low vision, legally blindness, or 80% 

blindness depending on diagnosticians and legalities of where I was diagnosed. Legal 

blindness, as a term, does not mean blindness in the colloquial sense, but it means that a 

person has vision less than a certain legal threshold, often 20/200 (Leat, Legge and Bullimore 

1999). 

I grew up in the 1990s in Egypt and Saudi Arabia, as games were gaining in 

popularity and legitimacy. Most of the games I played were on Atari consoles, PC, and the 

first PlayStation. Given the graphics and fidelity standards of that time, many games were 

developed with relatively large, well-spaced graphics and readable large fonts, or at least I 

was lucky enough not to run into inaccessible interfaces. Game accessibility, or rather the 

question of “can I play that?” was not remotely on my mind during that era. I remember times 

when I would simply walk into a game shop, pick up a game cartridge or CD that looked 

interesting, and then wonder “can I afford this?”, “will I like this?” or “will my parents buy 

me this?”, questions that I presume are shared across most gamers, regardless (dis)ability, 

rather than “can I play this?” which I predominantly ask nowadays. It is important to note 

that while I found the majority, if not all, of the games of that era accessible, this is my own 

experience, limited to my disability characteristics and the games I happened to play. The 
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lack of adapted controllers, relative game standards, and the fact that games remain highly 

visual medium, may have already rendered games since then inaccessible to many people. 

I started to experience accessibility barriers with games around 2008 when I got my first 

smartphone. Mobile games are notoriously inaccessible, even to date (Araújo et al. 2017), 

given the small size of phone screens, and touch gestures that are not easy to perform by 

everyone. Around the same time, PC and console game graphics started to “advance” and get 

smaller, and more complex. Eventually, I had a fallout with gaming. With my first iPad in 

2011, I had a few golden years where I could simply run iPhone/mobile games with 2X 

magnification on my iPad and play the games that my peers were playing. Eventually, 

developers started making games that capitalized on the larger screens and processing powers 

of iPads and games, again, became inaccessible to me. From that point on, I played some 

games on my phone/table when they were playable to me, but I primarily gamed on Mac, 

given how it has superb, native magnification features. Most of the games I played were 

single-players, with the exception of casual (social) games, where I had to befriend peers to 

send and receive passes and progress in-game. 

Nowadays, while most people I know can play a game they want to play, should they 

find the interest and financial means to play it, I need to additionally and primarily check if a 

game is accessible before I buy it. I check in-game font size and type, contrast, size of 

graphics and menu items, availability of voice over or narration, and such connected criteria. 

A game that fails these criteria is not a playable game to me, or it is a playable game that 

would require significant physical and mental effort and discomfort that I would rather not 

play it. Should a game fail this selection criteria, but I still want/need to play it, then I pivot 

through, for example, the help of a friend as a co-player, the use of a very large screen, a 

magnifying glass, magnification software, and/or by getting very close to the screen I am 

playing on that my eyeglasses bump into it. This means that I am rarely relaxed in my seat 
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and it is very challenging for me to distinguish whether I am failing in a game because that is 

simply a part of the game, or because even with this effort, the game remains unplayable to 

be. 

In other words, nowadays, I do not really choose the games that I play because I 

particularly like them more than others. On the contrary, there are games that I genuinely 

would have liked to play, but instead I simply play the games that are accessible to me. The 

games I play are chosen for me by developers, or by my social circle or society who, 

probably unconsciously, have made it simultaneously (in)accessible for me to play many 

games and to exist with cohesion with them without enduring the physical and mental effort 

of playing games. My relationship with games, hence, was/is very complex. I genuinely love 

games, but significantly struggled in finding titles that I can play without that play feeling 

like work, or playbour (Goggin 2011) as I expand on in later sections. 

 

Reliance on Single-player Games for Coping 

While most research notes the popularity of multiplayer games during the pandemic 

(Meriläinen 2022), I spent most of my time almost exclusively playing single player games, 

with the occasional multiplayer game when there was a social need. I did not keep a log of 

how many hours I spent gaming, but my time was divided mostly between work and gaming. 

Even while watching other media, or attending meetings, I would be playing a casual game 

on my phone. In May 2020, I started to be concerned about my gaming:  

 

Day 45: Woke up at 10:00 stayed in bed [playing games] until 12:00. Got up, got 

dressed to go to the supermarket. Made coffee. Then got stuck to my coach watching 

TV and playing games and it is now 13:30. I think I am starting to need help (April 

21, 2020). 
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I remember conducting extensive research on the dopamine-reward cycles of games 

and how they can become addictive when other positive experiences are harder to come by. 

For the first time in my life, I started to feel “addicted” to games and concerned about my 

mental health. My concerns extended beyond games and signs of a depressive episode were 

everywhere. In retrospect, what I can now say is that games were not the source of my mental 

unwellness, they were an arguably “healthy” coping mechanism, given the circumstances. I 

blamed game design for getting me hooked on a coping mechanism I could not break out of, 

but, in retrospect, once other conditions in my life improved, I was able to let go of my 

attachment to games and develop a healthier relationship with them, a privilege not always 

experienced by other gamers. This can be seen by this latter text, where I used the 

“addictive”/engaging properties of a game to ensure I had something mentally engaging 

while on a holiday, so that I would take proper time-off, rather than work on my holiday, as is 

part of my academic work tendencies:  

 

I have successfully spent 4 days not working and not feeling bored about it!  

What worked for me? Well, I have discovered that when you click with a video game 

[Animal Crossing New Horizons (Nintendo 2020)], it can give you a false sense of 

“doing something” and so you can do something while doing nothing and successfully 

have your holiday #win #first_worls_problems (June 27, 2021). 

 

During the pandemic and starting slightly before, I tried out different single-player 

VR games that were recommended to me by my social circle. While many of the 

recommended titles appeared inaccessible to me, I eventually discovered excellent, 

accessible, and truly enjoyable VR titles such as: Tetris Effects (Resonair et al. 2018), and 

PlayStation VR Worlds (London Studios 2016), characterized by large, well-spaced visuals. 
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With increased fidelity, VR has started to lean towards visual complexity and inaccessibility 

to me. Nonetheless, it holds a special place in my heart because of how it provided me with 

realistic experiences that I could not easily engage with in real life such as the experience of 

diving, which would require significant accommodations if I were to dive in real life. 

 

Exclusion from (Multiplayer) Games and Society 

During, and even before, the pandemic I did not engage with multiplayer games because of 

how inaccessible most tend to be (Baltzar, Hassan and Turunen 2023). Most people on my 

social media were, however, playing with others and playing popular titles, they all seem to 

recognize. No one in my social circle knew the casual or accessible games I was playing, or 

at least they did not publicly speak about them. This meant that I could not easily socialize 

over games with anyone. To the contrary, given how I was primarily playing casual games, I 

often felt that I would be negatively perceived by the hardcore gamers in my community of 

game researchers, if I disclosed that I only primarily played these games. In my journal, there 

is an entry, highlighting a moment when I understood why I was different from the rest of the 

community, not due to what I would judge in myself as an irredeemable personality flaw, but 

merely due to disability which I would be more accepting of as a reason: 

 

I have been observing something interesting as I am going through the literature on 

game accessibility. I keep finding many of the random, unknown games that I play 

there and it is like, I suddenly understand why I play those and not the other games 

everyone else plays. It first started with “Good Pizza, Great Pizza” [Pereira et al. 

2020]. Then, today, I came across a study on Bubble Explode [Joddrell and Astell 

2019]. It is accessibility! Disability is why I have not connected with people over 

games! #MindBlown (September 22, 2021). 
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Outside of casual games, I played some single-player, mainstream games and VR 

games (see previous section) that I found accessible or could easily make accessible through 

watching streams of how they are played, walkthroughs, or online guides. Whenever 

possible, I tried to select popular titles so that I could talk about them online, connect with 

friends and socialize. Such effort did offer some room for limited socialization with friends 

but sustained socialization was not possible as discussion of single player games would 

quickly “get old”. I often feel that it is me who needs to play an inaccessible game to connect 

with others, rather than others playing an accessible game to connect with me. This can be 

due to many reasons such as that accessible games can be slow and comparatively 

disengaging, there are not many of them to appeal to everyone to begin with, or simply that I 

just did not happen to have friends ready to explore new genres and designs to connect with 

me. 

While single player games became a coping mechanism for me during the pandemic, I 

needed to cope with how many people in my social circle presented multiplayer games as the 

singular cure for every ailment one could have in the pandemic. Thus far in my life, I had 

never needed to play games for socialization, as many people have been. Suddenly, however, 

I found many of the social interactions in my life facilitated through a game. I attend a 

conference, and I need to network through a game. I “go” to work, and afterwork drinks are 

over a game. I ask friends what to do to cope with the pandemic and they suggest a 

multiplayer game. There, inside of me, grew a voice that wanted to scream “you do not get it, 

I can’t do that”. While everyone appeared to be enjoying their time together in games, my 

world had shrunk overnight to an apartment I could not escape, even virtually. I wrote down 

all the games that were recommended to me, especially multiplayer ones. I started 

researching a few of them to determine if I could play them, but after a few failures, I lost the 

capacity to invest effort in figuring out what could fit me from the mainstream solutions. I 
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experience(d) high playbor around figuring out what games to play and how to play them. At 

a time where my mental resources were mainly going towards maintaining my sanity, I could 

not be bothered to engage with playbor.  

Eventually, while I am not particularly proud to admit this, I started to experience 

envy of a lot of people in my social circle who could just simply play and enjoy a game with 

little physical effort, and connect with others over gaming online. This feeling of “I wish I 

could do that” was/is not new to me, I recognize it from my teen years when I would observe 

how a peer could just pick up a game controller/book and slouch on the couch with so much 

distance between them and the TV/book and no care in the world, while I would practically 

be hugging the TV or using a magnifying glass, while sitting in a contorted position to read a 

book or play a game: 

 

I wish I can have the same relaxing experience people have when they cuddle with a 

book on a coach or lay on a sofa with a game controller. I just want to play games like 

that, instead of glued to the screen with a stiff back (April 15, 2020). 

 

Gaming Strategies 

Given the outlined inaccessibility of most multiplayer games to me and my need to still 

engage with them as they had become a main method for socialization, I often employed a set 

of strategies to determine if and how I would engage with multiplayer gaming. These 

strategies were not new to me, but the intensity of the pandemic made me more aware and 

interrogative of my process and its outcomes. To begin with, when I received an invitation to 

join a social game I thought to be inaccessible, I was faced with three main choices: 1) 

decline, 2) join as is, or 3) try to arrange for accommodations.  
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1. Declining to play an inaccessible game had been my default option pre-pandemic, but it 

became increasingly taxing during the pandemic. Declining to play often needed a 

justification. Upon presenting the (in)accessibility of a game as justification, some 

reactions made me feel further isolated and misunderstand. Some people often attempted 

to minimize or brush off the issue. Others would offer solutions that I knew would not 

work, but my judgment was not taken at face value. To me, it felt that despite carrying out 

the emotional labor of explaining, I run the risk of being misunderstood anyway. If I 

insisted on declining an invitation, however, I feared being permanently left out of the 

group. This made gaming sessions taxing and stressful in many ways. Interestingly, when 

I mentioned inaccessibility as a reason to not join in on a game, rarely did a group 

respond with genuine work to try to find a solution that fit everyone. There was also a 

strong and relatively accurate perception that most “real” games, were not accessible. 

Indeed, often competitive, multiplayer, adrenaline-based games are not accessible. The 

question of how such games could be made accessible occupied and continues to occupy 

me, as I hope to one day tackle the issue in my research work: 

 

Still playing Last of Us 1 [Naughty Dog & Iron Galaxy 2013] and I am noticing that 

the game gradually teaches you new skills as difficulty increase. Every time a new 

skill is introduced, I feel like I do NOT look forwards to knowing why the game 

decided it is time for me to learn it now, buuuuut we shall face whatever comes! 

The main character has this "heightened listening" skill that basically lowers all visual 

distractions and highlights enemies. It is a core mechanic in the gameplay, not an 

accessibility feature, but I started thinking that this, right there, is an accessibility 

feature that could make it possible to play any FPS [First Person Shooter] game. I am 

kind of wondering what would happen if for example [FPS game name] introduced 
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something like that to all players: would it level the playing field a bit? or would it 

just make those who are good at the game better? But, at least maybe social groups of 

friends, colleagues, etc., would not mind that one of them uses such a feature and then 

we could all simply play together the game that we “all” like (June 19, 2021). 

 

2. The decision to play anyway was, to me, highly dependent on who I would be playing 

with, how comfortable I was with them, how competitive they were, and the state of my 

mental health that day. Research has documented that when people with disabilities play 

with others, they can often feel a variety of negative experiences, such as feeling like a 

burden, holding the group back, the reason for in-game losses, as well as shame and guilt 

about their own performance (Aguado-Delgado et al. 2020; Andrade et al. 2019; Baltzar, 

Hassan and Turunen 2023). While I did not clearly write these feelings down, perhaps 

because of their intensity, I do experience them. Most people, myself included, would not 

willingly walk into a situation that would make them feel these feelings. The question 

during the pandemic for me, however, became “is feeling a level of social connection 

worth how bad I would also feel from multiplayer gaming?”. This question, in and of 

itself, as I now examine it in 2023, brings me sorrow over the basic psychological needs I 

was trying to balance back then: 

 

We had a great gaming night [in-person], worth the risk of COVID(?). I don’t know. I 

am somehow sad. I feel like [name] wanted me to play more, handed me the 

controller several times and I feel like I disappointed [the other person] and kept 

handing the controller back. I got us lost in the game eventually, that we were stuck. I 

just did not know what I was supposed to do in-game and did not want to explain why 

I did not want to play. I am tired of explaining. [Name] should know why by now. But 
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maybe I should still explain. I am just…. It was fun though still to spend time together 

(June 2021). 

 

3. Arranging for a different play setup was not a solution that was always available, yet it 

was the one that made me feel the most included and happy when it took place. It was 

often possible when social groups made it their goal through genuine problem-solving 

with me. Another solution that came about was to have me watch a stream of the game 

while being on-call with the group. That is not exactly gaming but it was a solution that 

allowed for socialization and self-preservation. 

 

Accessibile Multiplayer Experiences 

Not all social gaming during the pandemic was negative. From November 2020, I started 

playing with a group of colleagues, who were especially determined to ensure inclusive 

participation. Upon the initial invitation to play with them, I explained my concerns to the 

group and collectively, rather than demanding emotional labor and further explanations from 

me, they demanded no explanation and simply assured me that the point was not to compete, 

nor win, but to just have fun. They expressed interest in knowing more about my disability 

but left the timing of when to explain more up to me. After the first session of Among Us 

(InnerSloth and PlayEveryWare LLC 2018), I had somehow gained a reputation for being 

good at the game. In retrospect, I think that given how the game often requires players to 

explain/lie about their whereabouts in the game to other players, my inability to read the 

names of map locations made “my act” of lying about my whereabouts appear genuine to 

other players as I often sincerely had no clue where I was in the game or what I was doing. 

Here, not only did the social accessibility of the play sessions have a significant role in 

making it accessible, but also perhaps the game design itself had something, albeit indirectly, 
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to contribute. During these gaming sessions, I felt like I was part of the group, an equal, a 

happy participant. 

While multiplayer games are generally, highly inaccessible (Balzar et al. 2023), it is 

notable that their accessibility can be divided into technical and social accessibility. 

Technical accessibility refers to the accessibility settings in-game, such as high contrast, 

enemy highlight mechanics, etc. Those are hardly available in multiplayer games, if at all. 

Social accessibility, however, refers to how human actors can facilitate or hinder game 

accessibility (Balzar et al., 2023), as can be seen from the social accessibility in the previous 

example and is further highlighted next. I experienced both social and technical accessibility 

when I played Animal Crossing New Horizons (ACNH) (Nintendo 2020), which I use here as 

a case example to illustrate such accessibility. 

Because of my worries over how much I was gaming, as well as concerns over cost 

and technical accessibility, I hesitated in buying a Switch until I “gave in” in October 2020. 

In the months leading to that purchase, I extensively watched several streamers play ACNH 

and I became convinced that the game was accessible to me: “Anyone here plays animal 

crossing? ☺” (October 16, 2020, also a Facebook post). 

Technical accessibility: The game employs bright, cartoonish graphics that are well 

spaced. The type of graphics (e.g., realistic, cartoonish) does not necessarily make a 

difference to me, but color contrast and spacing between objects does. In ACNH, I can 

clearly make out that there is an object (e.g., a tree) and there is another (e.g., a person 

standing in front of the tree) even if the objects overlap on top of each other. Although 

Among Us and ACNH have a similar graphics style, the game environment in Among Us is 

mostly in shades of gray, making it hard to distinguish an object from another for me. Of 

concern to me were the in-game fonts and required readings in ACNH. From watching 

streams of the game, I could tell that the game was using readable sans serif font types, with 



17 
 

little use of italics. Text was big enough. I could easily read without straining my eyes or 

needing to use a magnifying glass. Most importantly reading was not essential to advance in 

the game. While ACNH has relatively extensive stories and character interactions, one can 

skip these and just focus on building and decorating their islands and still enjoy the game. 

The in-game map was small and hard to make out when in mini-size on screen, but one could 

view the map in a full-screen and ultimately, the map was not essential to playing the game 

and t was simple enough that I had memorized it within a few hours. 

Of concern to me were the in-game collectibles in forms of bugs and fish that one 

needed to catch. In-game bugs tend to be hard to distinguish from their surroundings (e.g., a 

small, dark bug appearing as a dot, on a brown tree trunk, at night). While I would love to 

collect all in-game collectibles, I have long made peace with that this is not always possible 

for me. I enjoy a game if I can get the overall game experience and can enjoy it without 

collectibles. Furthermore, in the case of ACNH. It was clear from online discussions that the 

challenge of finding all the bugs was shared by everyone, even if it was harder for me, and 

again, and said challenge does not impede progress in-game. All of these aspects collectively 

balanced the experience for me and made it that the relatively increased difficulty of 

collecting bugs was not a huge deterrent. In fact, this challenge made me ever the more 

thrilled when I caught one of the hardest to-catch bugs: 

 

I am so happy right now, this is my biggest win for 2020!! 

People who don’t know animal crossing can’t get how great this moment feels! 2-3 

months of getting bitten by those *€£##€”€”#€”#% tarantulas AND I FINALLY 

CAUGHT ONE TODAY, FINALLY 

This feels better than “we are happy to inform you that your paper has been accepted 

with minor revisions” (December 1, 2020, also a Facebook post). 
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Social accessibility: ACNH can be played single player, however, access to in-game 

items is practically limited to only those organically found on a player’s island. If a player 

wishes to have different types of trees, flowers, or furniture, they must visit other  players’ 

islands and trade. To do so, one needs an invite from players or their friends to open up their 

island’s gates. Given my previously discussed aversion to multiplayer gaming, I was 

determined to play ACNH as a single player. This was my first encounter with the Animal 

Crossing franchise, and I did not initially understand the extent to which the game had a 

significant following of dedicated fans, bent on helping each other, rather than competing. I 

eventually joined several Facebook player groups just to have a check out the content that 

other players were sharing (e.g., screenshots of their decorated islands) but I then noticed the 

tone of discussion on these groups. Most discussion appeared “civilized”, unlike what I had 

heard about toxic gamer communities from peers. Players were giving away in-game items, 

often for free. This is because at some points in the game, one becomes so rich that in-game 

currency no longer means much, and so, players were even giving away in-game money. The 

community felt safe: i.e., I felt like I would not be bullied for how good/bad my island was, 

and that I would find a community of like-minded people to connect with. Admins on those 

groups were also very active in shutting down any transgressors and that social community 

gradually transformed my attitude towards multiplayer games: 

 

I got Nintendo online play yesterday mainly just to get the exotic fruits I didn’t have 

on my animal crossing island and a gamer I don’t know gave me around 100 pieces of 

fruit for free across peaches apples and cherries which I have been planting 

since yesterday. It’s heartwarming when people just want to help! (November 16, 

2020). 
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This community also further lessened my feelings of exclusion by the game design, 

not that I had any significant feelings. People were open about their challenges catching 

many bugs, making me feel that my challenge was not so unusual. Furthermore, I organically 

bumped into other gamers with hearing disabilities who pointed out that there was one 

specific bug that they could never catch because it required spotting the bug by ear. I related 

to them and was surprised to see this level of openness in discussion of disability. As I have 

not been an active part of many gamer communities, I cannot confidently compare my 

experience with ACNH communities to other communities but it is worth noting that gamers 

with disabilities tend to hide their disability identity and to experience bullying when they 

disclose it (Andrade et al. 2019; Baltzar, Hassan and Turunen 2023). Based on that literature, 

I attribute these observations and feelings of social inclusion to the game’s design that does 

not emphasize competition, allowing for cooperation to emerge. ACNH is also a “cozy” 

game that potentially appeals to people with “cozy” personalities. Previous research has also 

noted the significance of the game to many people during the pandemic (Meriläinen 2022). I 

think this connection I have had with the relatively accessible game is one that keeps me a 

loyal, spending player, unless the developers decide to significantly change the game visuals. 

 

The speed at which I paid for the Animal Crossing expansion/DLC that is to be 

available on November 4 [2021] is absolutely remarkable for someone who waits a 

full year to buy games 10% off on Black Friday (October 29, 2021). 

 

Discussion 

Finally started Last of Us 2 (Naughty Dog 2020), the one with all the accessibility 

settings and media attention, which I have waited to play until I finished part 1. The 
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accessibility setup for players with vision impairment is perfect. There was only one 

thing that I went back and manually turned off (high contrast) because I like the 

natural colors more, but I can see myself maybe turning it back on again during 

intense fight scenes [I have not needed to do that]. By the time the game asked me to 

choose a difficulty settings, I felt safe enough to go for normal/balanced instead of 

easy/story, just because I trusted the game. I trusted that I can play this without 

needing to make it extra easy just to be playable. It’s a weird feeling to trust a game. 

Games are supposed to be the enemy (August 3, 2022). 

 

In this autoethnographic account, I documented what my gaming experience was like 

pre and during the 2020 pandemic. My intention from this account is to reflect on how games 

can feel like the enemy to me and how they can be the best of friends. Intriguing the 

experiences of people with disabilities in general (Dolmage 2017) and in games specifically 

(Andrade et al. 2019; Baltzar, Hassan and Turunen 2023) is valuable in and of itself, as these 

are not necessarily common-day experiences that everyone, game developers included, 

encounters. From such an extreme case of a pandemic, comparative to “normal” daily life, we 

can more clearly extrapolate how I, as a person with disability, experience the impact of 

exclusion/inclusion in games, and the extent of emotional and physical labor required to be a 

part of them. It re-emphasizes the value of and need for game accessibility. This account is 

also of high value given the lack of representation of minority groups at large (Adams and 

Holman Jones 2011), and people with disabilities in specific (Dolmage 2017), in research, 

academia and the game industry. This account further probes at several points of discussion 

in disability and game research and practice, the key of which are: 

Game difficulty and accessibility: A point of significant societal debate around 

accessibility pertains to how it is thought to lower a game’s difficulty and therefore, changes 
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the game experience from what its creators intended. While entering into this debate is 

beyond the scope of this work, I would like to highlight that ACNH was a game where I 

experienced relatively more difficulty than others with regards to some aspects of the game 

(catching bugs), yet, changing the difficulty level of the game was not necessarily needed for 

me. A community providing support and reassurance was very effective in balancing out the 

increased difficulty. Furthermore, as can be glimpsed from the quote at the start of this 

section, I felt comfortable playing Last of Us II (Naughty Dog 2020) on a relatively higher 

difficulty level for me, because I felt that the game was helping me through the difficulty, 

rather than leaving me on my own against a metaphorical monster I had no way of beating. 

Some people can potentially argue that Last of Us II (Naughty Dog 2020) with its visual 

accessibility setting, had already lowered the difficulty, I argue that there is more to this 

discussion than clear cut arguments and what I wrote in terms of “trusting the game” is 

intriguing to probe further. Clearly, I am not shying away from difficulty but discerning what 

is the right difficulty/challenge to a person with disability is important to advance our 

understanding of how to implement accessibility in balance with game experience. 

Pre-game decision strategies: understanding gaming strategies of people with 

disabilities has been of significant interest to game researchers and developers (e.g., Andrade 

et al. 2019). Such understanding helps with accessibility features design and difficulty 

optimization amongst other things. My account illustrates that there are, not only in-game 

strategies, but also pre-game strategies that people with disabilities employ. These strategies 

affect what games they are willing to spend on and hence understanding that is important 

from a business perspective to understand how to facilitate and communicate game 

accessibility.  

Playbor: examining these gaming strategies, I propose that the work people with 

disabilities put in accessing inaccessible games and gaming culture would benefit from being 
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labeled as and examined from the angle of playbor. While the term playbor is often used to 

describe serious involvement with games that turn it from being a pastime, to a demanding, 

laborious activity (Goggin 2011), I find that this term also applies to gaming with a disability, 

where inaccessible gaming is not simply a pastime, or entertainment, but requires gaming 

strategies and significant emotional and physical investments that renders it laborious. 

Analytically connecting the concept of playbor to gaming with disability was beyond the 

scope of this manuscript but I encourage future researchers towards such examination. 

Streamers as accessibility facilitators: the role of streamers appeared several times in 

my account as I used streams and gaming videos to gauge if I can play a game. My behavior 

here is in-line with previous research indicating that people, in general. watch esports to gain 

more information about a game (Sjöblom et al. 2018), however, notable is that I was 

watching the streamers pre-purchase and pre-committing to a game. Exploring the role of 

streamers as accessibility facilitators and gatekeepers is important to discern what personal or 

personality aspects of streamers, or play style could have a positive or a negative impact in 

said process. 

Social accessibility: While the pandemic is hopefully a transient event in 

contemporary history, what can be seen from my account, as well as other research on game 

accessibility (see Hassan and Baltzar 2022 for a review), is that the consequences of game 

inaccessibility are significant on social exclusion, wellbeing, and mental health. I can note, 

from my experience, that key factors in determining whether a game experience would be 

inclusionary or exclusionary to me were not only the game, but the social accessibility of the 

gaming session, i.e., the group I would be playing with, their gaming objective, gaming style, 

and inclusivity intentions. Social interactions that had ulterior motives, such as getting to 

know other people at a conference while showing off one’s brilliance amongst peers, or to 

generally highlight one’s real-life abilities and achievements or such competitive objectives, 
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were the ones where I felt the most social pressure and isolation. The “purer” the purposes of 

the interaction were, the more I felt like a genuine participant. 

Social accessibility, while still an emerging practice that we know little about, is a 

simple practice that can distribute the weight of inclusion on a group, rather than placing it on 

the shoulders of a singular individual (Baltzar, Hassan and Turunen 2023). We need to 

improve our understanding of social accessibility of games: what it is, how it can be 

facilitated, and what genders, ages, and general demographic compositions of social groups 

facilitate it most. Similarly, and especially important, is to highlight the financial relevance of 

accessibility to developers. We need to study how people with/without disabilities benefit 

from game accessibility, to highlight its financial viability. I encourage research around these 

questions and many others that this autoethnographic account might inspire. I similarly 

encourage developers to more consciously consider the impact that they can have on people, 

positively and negatively, because of their decisions on accessibility. 

The practice I highlight: caring about accessibility when it significantly benefits 

businesses and non-disabled people, is long recognized and frowned upon in disability 

studies (Dolmage 2017), but, in capitalistic climates, I attribute to it some of the current 

interest in game accessibility. For example, in 2017, long before the pandemic, Ubisoft had 

noted that 60% of those who played Assassin’s Creed (Ubisoft 2020) played it with subtitles 

on; a feature that originally was thought to be preferred mainly by players with auditory 

disabilities (Sinclair 2019). Noting and capitalizing on this player preference, Ubisoft started 

to turn on subtitles in many games by default, noting that only 5% of players chose to opt out 

of subtitles with the release of Odyssey (Ubisoft 2018) the next game in the Assassin’s Creed 

series. We also see that it is the same Ubisoft that released Last of Us II (Ubisoft, 2020) 

considered a landmark in accessibility. While I can’t ascertain my hypothesis, I hypothesize 

that this accessibility interest from Ubisoft is, at least in part, driven by data showing the 
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preference for accessibility settings from larger market segments than people with 

disabilities. The financial motive does not lessen the impact that these accessibility 

developments have had, although, I for one would have wished to see these changes unfold 

for their human impact, rather than their financial one. The financial emphasize creates a 

danger that these developments might be rolled back if they cease to bring profits. Inclusion 

should not be contingent on profits. 

This is an autoethnographic account. By that nature, as discussed in the methodology 

section, it is highly personal and subjective. Furthermore, given that this account is published 

with my name and that it reflects on a specific time period, I experienced a significant 

challenge in keeping the identity of third parties (outside of me and the games I played) 

anonymous, affecting the level of detail reported here. Finally, this is an account of the life of 

one person. It is limited by my view of life, skills, past experiences, available resources, and 

perceptions. It can give insight into gaming with a disability, but it is by no means 

generalizable or unproblematic. 

 

Conclusion 

This is an autoethnographic account of gaming the pandemic with low vision. It highlights 

the positive and negative experiences that I encountered around games during said time, the 

role of streamers as facilitators of purchase decisions and the strategies a person with low 

vision employs before deciding whether or not to engage in a multiplayer game session. A 

key observation throughout is that I do not choose the games that I play simply because I 

particularly like them more than others. On the contrary, the games I play are chosen for me 

by developers who have determined its (in)accessibility, or by my social circle or society that, 

often unintentionally, has made it otherwise impossible for me to exist with ease and 

cohesion with them without enduring the labor, playbor, of using the same technologies they 
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use.  Hence, the inaccessibility of games has serious exclusionary ramifications that 

significantly affects the wellbeing of a person with a disability when they can’t easily be a 

part of game culture like everyone else. Sincere social commitment towards social 

accessibility can remedy this inaccessibility, and I highlight games where technical and social 

accessibility facilitated my participation and inclusion. Nonetheless, much research and work 

are needed to advance game accessibility and social inclusion through and in games. 
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