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Deep Cover – launching Nov 15th 2023!



Background

▪ Research Scientist & Director of Research Innovation

▪ Former NSF PD/TTP Champion!

▪ NSF Convergence Accelerator Phase 2 : Deception Awareness & 
Resilience Training (DART)

▪ DARPA SBIR Phase 2 : Mapping the Impact of Digital Financial Assets

▪ 2 recent startups: 



TL;DR NSF Convergence Accelerator

▪ Phase 1 $750K  Phase 2 $5M

▪ Teams paired with a VC coach

▪ Converged Research

▪ Real World Outcome/Product

▪ Structured Curriculum – formerly Ideo, now Stanford 

▪ Track Integration – synergies

▪ Phase 1 to 2 : separate evaluations. Competition to downsize teams
– Proposal (traditional)

– Pitch 

– Phase 2 Year 1 Review presentation



SBIR + TTP + Research + I-Corps



NSF Convergence Accelerator:
Convergent Research Approach

•     Use-inspired and application-oriented.
•     Fed by basic research and discovery.
•     Integrates teams from industry, academia, 

nonprofits, government and other.





Tracks: What Does NSF Want?



Workshop to Further Refine an Idea for Track

Identify major sub-themes that form the basis for interdisciplinary research into 
IB. 

Highlight research agendas in inauthentic behavior in a range of fields, including
medicine and health, banking and finance, biology, marketing, education, sports, 
and the intelligence community.



Workshop Reports Give Insights



Annual Tracks Announced



Forming a Team





First Idea: Gamified Solution to 
Disinformation. K-12! Digital Literacy!



Other Uses of Gamification: Cyber Range, 
Digital Literacy, Security Training, etc



Older Adults

▪ Disproportionately targeted by scams

▪ Feelings of shame and/or confusion 
when scammed

▪ More susceptibility to false narratives



Older Adults

▪ Disproportionately targeted by scams

▪ Feelings of shame and/or confusion 
when scammed

▪ More susceptibility to false narratives

▪ More acceptable broadly

▪ Can focus on tangible effects

▪ K-12 = too politically charged



“Ideation” Refining Your Idea



Phases 1 and 2: Weekly Curriculum



Phase 1: Your Frenemies



Research vs Product





Why a Game?



Avoid Edutainment



What Makes a Game Popular?

▪ Levels/Achievements/Badges

▪ Quick rounds

▪ Leaderboard/Compare with friends

▪ Can keep playing



Deep Cover invites the player to join DART spy agency and help save the world from 
the likes of FANG, an evil group of individuals trying to rob the public in any way they 
can

3 sections coalesce into a unified gameplay loop; 
• Operations (Casual Play)
• Contracts (Educational Play – teaching moments)
• The Profile (Achievements, Reward Viewing, and the Customization experience)

The Core Gameplay Loop



Initial Stages of User Research

– Demographic Research

– Qualitative Interviews

▪ Clusters of 6-10 interviews, collected individually and in 
dyads

▪ Flea market, museums, senior centers

– User Surveys (theory not practical)

▪ Larger scale data collection to validate themes and 
heuristics identified through initial interviews



User Personas

• Guide Priorities and Inform Design
• Does this meet a need for Barbara?

• How?

• If so, would Barbara be willing to use it?

• Does this look/sound/feel like something 
Barbara would be interested in?



Initial User Personas





Pickens County Flea Market, May 31, 
2023



Interviewing Users



Research perspectives 

– Avatar representation and customization 
▪ How do older adults want to represent themselves through digital 

avatars? 
– Age? (dis)ability? Body type? Accuracy? 

▪ How does avatar representation and customization affect 
– Identification with character 
– engagement with activities
– learning 

▪ How might the continuity of avatar across Play and Learn affect 
learner’s experience? 



▪ UI for Older Adults

▪ Fonts/Typeface – Helvetica or arial

▪ Pictures that aren’t too dark -  a lot of whitespace for eye fatigue

▪ High contrast pictures and type

▪ Easier navigation 

Designing the Game: UI/UX





Professional Development Partner
• White Thorn: Indie Publisher
• Known for casual games 
• 30+ titles published

In-house development team
• Proficient and effective



Pitching





Other (Smart) Ways to Spend Money

▪ Branding

▪ Marketing

▪ Coding

▪ Infrastructure Support



DART Learn and Play

DART
Learn

DART
Play

links 
to

Wants to 
learn, not 
play

access code



Marketing Goals

▪ Build Brand Awareness

▪ Consistent Messaging

▪ Clear Communication

▪ User Metrics

▪ Successful Launch



Build Brand Awareness

▪ Visual Brand Identity Design

– Cohesive messaging, logos, tag line, visuals, color 
palette, brand guidelines

▪ Differentiate from existing efforts

▪ Promote Deep Cover Game vs Learn

▪ Family, caregivers, friends



Random Observations on 
Convergence Accelerator



1. Confusing Messaging

▪ Commercialize

▪ Don’t charge money

▪ Start a company

▪ Merge teams

▪ Research but also a thing people will pay for



2. Curriculum Gaps

▪ What is IP? Who owns it?

▪ What should I patent/trademark/license?

▪ Role of my University TTO

▪ Customer base

▪ Focus on “VCs”



3. Business Terms Scare People

▪ “We don’t have customers, we have researchers/users/students”

▪ “Why would I ask users? I know what they want”

▪ “No one else does this. There are no competitors”

▪ “Everyone is the potential market”

▪ “I’m famous in XYZ  field. I know the best solution”

▪ “I need IRB approval to talk to users”



4. NSF PI Culture Hard to Overcome

▪ Misaligned time scales
– Proposal timeline vs hot idea vs hot product

▪ “NSF should only do basic research!” 

▪ Use of MS students or professionals frowned upon

▪ Unwillingness to really talk to and listen to feedback of potential 
users



5. Other concerns

▪ Time on curriculum

▪ Our track had several people FOIA’d

▪ Several articles and confusing press about Track scope

▪ NSF wouldn’t publicize any projects



Collaborate with me!

Send love or hate mail!

anitan@illinois.edu
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