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Yooka is an interactive user experience in which players upload images they have taken, that then transform 
into adorable creatures. Named ‘Yookas’ after a corruption on the membrane enclose cells ‘eukaryotes’, 
Yookas are living organisms created by the DNA provided in the user’s photos. These Yookas have the 
ability to eat, breed with and attack one another; the ultimate goal being to become the greatest of all Yookas. 
The project is largely a result of exploration into iterative design fuelled by the interaction and involvement 
of external influence, requiring an element of ‘Play’ from the experience’s investors. On the opposite end of 
the spectrum, a large part of the project’s goal was to take concepts of Play and integrate these into typical 
game development methodologies.  

The primary purpose of this project was to attack an education standpoint in the topic of evolution, but 
through a creative means. An endpoint byproduct of Yooka’s implementation is to introduce it within a 
schooling environment where it will be able to act as a virtual tank of sorts, encouraging students to observe 
and experiment forging organisms that adapt to different conditions. Yooka also falls under the project’s call 
to produce an artefact in accordance with the brief of Auckland Live’s Urban Screens; Yooka looks to 
explore the idea of the evolution of organisms generated by user content as an open installation. A secondary, 
and perhaps more personal purpose of this project was to create something playful, playfully, so as to 
experiment methodologies that stray from the general norm. 

Though barely a game by definition, Yooka still manages to identify creative possibilities in the way it has 
succumbed itself to spontaneity - and even more so, evolution - through both its designated purpose and 
creative pathway. The concept of evolution is a very literal symbol, perhaps even being the shining beacon of 
guidance, within the parameters of this project. In typical fashion, a game tends to be formulated with a 
specific endgame in mind, with its story, characters and general world preset well before production. With 
Yooka, a simplistic idea of “something that changes when users do something to it” began to evolve into the 
amalgamation presented today. 

As the game runs on two pillars of the front and back-end, it has been designed to be easily built upon 
depending on the specifications of its showcase. This makes Yooka a versatile piece that evolves alongside its 
environment. For example, the current instance takes three values from the image (hue, saturation and 
brightness) to determine a spawned Yooka’s colour, speed and size respectively. Should need be and in 
accordance with the projected future timeline, it is extremely simple to add a, perhaps, temperature 
sensitivity variable as the base program allows for easy manipulation. As a bonus, such a method of working 
allows Yooka to be flexible with testing as the product is never by definition, a ‘complete’ item. In Brey’s 
(Brey, 2008) compendium and analysis of technological design as an evolutionary process, he concludes that, 
through a summation of theories, treating the design process in the same way natural selection and mutation. 
Success of a final design can only be controlled to a “limited extent”, where innovation can be expected to 
yield a higher success rate when succumbing to a variance process.  

Slightly contradicting the aforementioned (to not imply an actual lack of direction), there were project goals 
defined so that the work would not be completely unguided. As a flagship for the final submission, the aim 
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was to create an empty pool displayed upon a massive screen; users being able to select images from their 
phones and upload them to this pool which, in process, would parse them into living organisms (Yookas) that 
vary based on the image’s size, colour, composition and other factors. The said goal has thus been achieved 
where the final product (at it’s core) fits our predetermined criteria. 

To further clarify the specifics, the upload method has been handled through a Twitter driven API 
(application programming interface) as this was the easiest way to create an accessible and inclusive playful 
experience. According to the latest released New Zealand statistics, Twitter ranks as the third largest social 
media, only behind LinkedIn (irrelevant to the projected demographic) and Facebook, which people tend to 
use for personal purpose and to promote business ventures (Adcorp, 2013). As such, Facebook loses its 
power as a social platform in the sense that people are constricted to adjacent friend circles. Twitter’s appeal 
as both a popular and generally ‘exposed’ avenue of social media is only strengthened by its ability to 
support ‘bots’, “devices or pieces of software that can execute commands, reply to messages, or perform 
routine tasks… automatically or with minimal human interaction” (Bot, n.d.). 

To reach the point where Yooka has arrived, Brey’s advice has played a fantastic role in encouraging trying 
new methods that were not preplanned. For example, experimentation in creating the Twitter API was 
absolutely necessary, many times testing slightly obscure methods producing optimal results. Many a times 
this has proven confusing since such methods are often simpler than predicted, although in Brey’s statement 
about biology being analogous to technology, the argument presenting natural selection likens itself to the 
culling of overcomplicated design. Within species, unsuccessful spawn who have not conformed to their 
environment will die out; in the same way, methodologies that do not comply within the given framework 
must be adapted in order to find successful ideas.  

Testing the development of Yooka has been in itself an iterative process, allowing constant testing within the 
model to happen over time. Real life application is an issue that has been brought up due to Yooka’s 
existence as a pick-up-put-down user experience - there is not much meat for the user to handle looking at 
the product from an outsider’s lens. Much of the toiling has been done through building the base framework, 
only to produce a product that is extremely heavily reliant on giving back to the player as much as they put 
in. Although, this frame is only successful if the user at initial glance is invested in the world in the first 
place. Yooka is more so a novelty that should be obsessed over for a few moments, then picked up later again 
under fresh eyes in a brand new environment. The beauty of Yooka is that every time the user delves into its 
world, the gives back something different - it evolves.  

Does Yooka fulfil it’s original purposes and goals? Yes, in a way that is neither conventional nor expected by 
the prediction under the original plan. This departure from the status quo is not negative, as learned through 
Brey’s various theories of evolving technology; rather it has allowed the embrace of a result that is dynamic 
and promises endless development and excitement. Though not to say that Yooka comes without problems 
(the original prototype is much simpler than expected), it does result in a byproduct of forward thinking 
game-design of a playful and educational standpoint. 
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Yooka explores the possibility of creative technologies applying the concepts of community driven 
experience with an educational background to form a playful and intuitive user experience. The versatile 
nature of the program allows it to evolve and adapt to the parameters it requires in its given exhibited 
context, a design practice proposed by Brey after accumulating a number of pieces likening technological 
design and biologic evolution. 

As an educational tool, Yooka demonstrates the fundamentals of cell behaviour under the guise of cute, 
animated amorphous balls. Named after a corruption on the membrane covered cells ‘eukaryotes’, Yookas 
act as such cells with traits determined by the photo uploaded by the user. Once tweeted to the @YookaGame 
Twitter account with the hashtag ‘#yookagame’, the server based automatic API (application programming 
interface) pulls the image into Processing (a visual Java based program) using Node.js (another JavaScript 
runtime). Processing evaluates the image’s metadata and uses it’s most populated RGB colour, brightness 
and saturation to determine a processed Yooka’s attributes - its colour, size and speed respectively. This is 
then re-uploaded to the Node.js program, and tweeted back to the original user so as to indicate to them the 
result of their upload. Meanwhile, the hidden values are parsed and sent to Unity where the engine assigns 
their values to a Yooka and spawns it through a series of codes. The whole program is hosted on EC2 
(Amazon’s Elastic Compute Cloud), a cloud based platform that allows the rental of virtual computers to 
remotely run applications. 

Due to the sheer complexity of not only mastering a number of new programs, but also figuring out the best 
ways to merge them all together, a majority of the project’s time and resources were spent on 
experimentation and learning (Shiffman, n.d.). At its core, Yooka does not necessarily pull from a lot of 
major research departments, but rather finds itself contextually strengthened through related works and 
various methodological practices and theories. 

Perhaps the greatest practice integrated into the creation of Yooka has been the aforementioned work of 
‘Technological Design As An Evolutionary Process’ (Brey, 2008). The document proposes that technological 
innovation is a product of the evolutionary process versus intelligent design, much in the same way that 
natural selection culls, shapes and directs biological organisms. Using three case studies (Aunger, Basalla, & 
Moykr, n.d.), Brey provides substantial evidence of at least Aunger and Moykr having strong evidence of 
analogous relationships between the two poles in question. “Designers are agents of mutation and 
recombination in the production of new variants,” Brey. Whether or not this approach to design is viable is 
not made clear, but the author does make a point that it is “worth taking seriously.” Such vigour has inspired 
the tone of approach towards the creation of Yooka, its final artefact a byproduct of experimentation and the 
possibility for further augmentation. 

Sosa (Sosa, 2017) proposes four ‘creative hats’ wherein Science directly coincides with Art, although 
positions itself as a direct opposite to Design. The former connection stems from the two’s purpose of 
creation for the world, while the latter’s from Design’s intention to create with self-serving purpose. As such, 
the project looks to tackle the general taboo surrounding the incorporation of Science and Design, using Art 
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as a bridging medium. Through a visceral and captivating user experience (Art), the project is able to convey 
the concept (of Scientific origin), in the form of code and interface manufacturing (Design). The significance 
of this matrix span allows Yooka to be placed in a universal context, forming the aforementioned intuitive 
user experience. The success of Yooka proves that it is possible for future works to approach educative topics 
in a visual and creatively technological manner.  

Another practice that was found particularly useful in the early stages of ideation was ‘The Art of Game 
Design: A Book of Lenses’ (Schell, 2014). In this, the author proposes a number of lenses, or pre-framed 
questions that focus the inquiry from different perspectives. The process was particularly useful in 
pinpointing specific areas Yooka would sit in the industry, allowing us to strengthen areas which we felt were 
lacking or approach previous concepts in new ways. For example, five lenses used included technology, 
friendship, speculation, beauty and venue, which were all essential to the functionality of Yooka. Since the 
creation process of the project was open to evolving, having guided questions focussed down its key points. 

Due to Yooka being under the brief of Auckland Live’s call to utilise its upcoming urban screen technologies, 
it was slightly more difficult finding reference material for the wider application of activating the Aotea 
Square space. Perhaps the closest would be Waterlight Graffiti (Forneau, 2017), an installation in which a 
screen made up of thousands of LED lights would illuminate when in contact with water. As the name 
suggests, the installation encouraged people to make harmless art, drawings dissipating as the water would 
dry. Though Yooka does not utilise direct physical contact between the user and the artefact, Waterlight 
Graffiti’s encouragement of user coalition and and interaction was a major necessity when considering the 
project’s functionalities. 

For conceptual reference, Yooka pulls inspiration from a number of assorted works. For one, the base 
concept of an evolving program stemmed from an early prototype of Patrick’s where shapes on a screen 
would change depending on how highly the user rated them. This was further expanded by my interest in 
word playing the evolution aspect of the program and incorporating organic structures. Yooka’s aesthetic is 
also reminiscent of the early stages of Spore (Maxis, 2008) in which imaginary alien cell creatures built by 
the player are navigated around to eat food and encouraged to grow and evolve into larger aliens. Of course, 
Yooka sits itself in a more ‘realistic’ setting (if that), due to its purpose as an educational tool. To some 
extent, Pokemon Go (Niantic, 2016) has also been a functional inspiration in the way that it is able to bring 
communities of players together. The ease of use, i.e. in the way Pokemon Go can be picked up and put down 
so casually, was something that was taken note of in the creation of Yooka. 
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