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Scholars have praised digital games for their educational potential, noting games’ 
ability to teach players multivalent problem-solving skills in a variety of disciplines.1 Such 
research emphasizes the dynamic elements of gameplay experiences. For example, 
games can gradually increase levels of difficulty for players, which encourages them to 
progressively refine their gameplay strategies.2 Additionally, the satisfaction of solving 
increasingly-complex problems provides intrinsic motivation to players, thereby incit-
ing them to continue revising how they navigate in-game obstacles.3 Experimenting with 
different ways to solve problems also shapes players’ relationships to learning, allowing 
them to see failures as opportunities for exploring new ideas rather than seeing failures as 
indications of one’s intellectual shortcomings.4

This research rests upon games’ ability to habituate players into acting and think-
ing in deliberate ways.5 In short, games create rules that prioritize certain actions and 
outcomes over others. Games then use feedback mechanisms to reinforce these rules 
and guide players towards ideal outcomes.6 In doing so, games condition players to view 
gameplay scenarios through the perspective of a particular value system. Put differently, 
learning a game means learning to interpret situations through the values prioritized by 
a game’s rules and, furthermore, learning which actions move one closer to the optimal 
results dictated by said values.7 Scholars use a discourse of ‘ethics’ to unpack the signifi-
cance of internalizing the values embedded within a game’s rules.8 In this work, ‘ethics’ de-
notes an interpretive framework that examines how individuals’ lived experiences shape 
their worldview and inform the logic they use to rationalize their actions as personally ben-
eficial and/or socially appropriate.9 In applying this notion of ethics to games, we can say 
that analyzing the ethics of digital games means analyzing the ways in which games foster 
experiences that encourage players to uphold specific value systems (systems which gov-
ern the logic informing one’s gameplay decisions) and inhabit unique perspectives within 
a virtual arena.10

Educators can design learning activities around games’ ethical dimensions to help 
students explore the process through which individuals arrive at their respective world-
views and, furthermore, engage in productive forms of critical self-reflection.11 For example,  
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students can play role-playing games and explain the rationale used when navigating mor-
ally-complex gameplay scenarios.12 Students can then examine the overlap or fissures be-
tween their in-game reasoning and the logic they use when engaging with moral issues in 
the real world.13 Such activities accomplish two goals: first, students can consider how per-
sonal experiences and external circumstances lead individuals to uphold value systems that 
may differ from their own.14 Second, students can use their participation in alternative value 
systems to reflect upon and refine the logic underlying their real-world ethical obligations.15 
That is to say, engaging in a comparative analysis between one’s in-game and real-world 
values provides an opportunity to identify latent priorities or biases in students’ daily under-
takings that may otherwise go unnoticed. Ultimately, game-based learning activities should 
encourage students to contemplate the experiences and circumstances that shape their 
personal value systems in hopes of refining the ethical logic they deploy when responding to 
difficult issues in their everyday lives.
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