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In Search of Lost Gameplay
My first computer was a Commodore 64C. I cannot 
quite remember the first game I played but High 
Noon, Boulder Dash or Commando are likely can-
didates. I can remember their visuals and sounds, 
their mechanics and level designs but also the 
lengthy loading process and the commands one 
had to type to start the adventure. My memories of 
games are inseparable from their material dimen-
sion – the sturdy black QuickShot joystick and the 
satisfying click of its red buttons, the old cassettes 
with weird-sounding game titles scribbled on them 
and the Commodore 1530 Datasette that we put 
them into. But even then, the long-lost world is 
not complete. I have to mention my sister and dad 
who were right there with me, trying to figure out 
what to do in the games. Without any manuals or 
original packaging, we made up our own narratives 
influenced by the late 1980s ‘panelák’ society we 
lived in. And let’s not forget my school friends who 
supplied me with a steady stream of pirated titles. 
They shaped not only what I played, but also how I 
played. All these aspects, some true and some per-
haps unconsciously distorted constitute the magi-
cal memories of my childhood gameplay. Can we 
ever truly recreate these experiences? The answer 
is: No, for many reasons.

The primary goal of many game archivists, to play 
historical games on original hardware, is proving 
unsustainable. Even if we had a magical warehouse 
full of spare parts, only a few memory institutions 
could afford to maintain a collection of functional 
historical hardware. Emulation seemed like a logi-
cal and relatively easy way out until game histori-
ans realized it brought new challenges: it does not 
solve but creates new legal issues; one still needs 
the original peripherals to reach minimum fidel-
ity; as it is often impossible to identify the original 
version of a game, we do not really know what fea-
tures we should preserve to consider the emulation 
successful, etc. In 2012, James Newman (without 
rejecting the previous methods) argued that rec-
reating historically authentic gameplay experi-
ences has always been a fool’s errand and that the 
„play is not the outcome of game preservation but 
is its object“. The goal is not just to have a play-
able game, but well-documented gameplay from 
the time the game was actively played. Soon after 
that, Melanie  Swalwell emphasized that for such  

meaningful documentation we need to assemble a 
wide range of primary and secondary sources like 
design documents, source code, magazines, con-
sumer products, gameplay videos, online forums, 
fan fictions, etc. Niklas Nylund recently suggested 
that the ‘holistic game preservation’ consists of all 
three layers: objects, experiences and context. Oth-
er game scholars have criticized the exclusiveness 
of existing game collections. We will never achieve 
complete historical accuracy with digital games, 
but that is true of other memory projects as well. 
However, if we give up on gameplay preservation, 
we will lose a large and ever-growing part of our cul-
ture (and ourselves) forever.

We will be revisiting this topic from a local perspec-
tive in the Interview section, but before that, this is-
sue offers a number of other exciting topics from 
the world of games and digital gaming. Sina Torabi 
applies Aristotle’s Poetics to the game The Last of 
Us Part II to examine a tragedy in the context of 
digital game narratives. The use of game design and 
technology in urban planning is explored by Paul 
Cureton and Paul Coulton. Adeline Loh deals with 
the issues of body politics and disability represen-
tation within the game Yakuza 0. Dinko Jukić exam-
ines the phenomenon of trophies in digital games 
from various perspectives. The issues of market 
position and monetisation of the digital version of 
the trading card game Pokémon TCG are examined 
by Miroslav Macák. Maximos  S.  Theodoropoulos 
reflects on the origins of digital games and their de-
velopment in Greece. Daniela De Angeli investigates 
the various purposes of escape rooms beyond en-
tertainment. And the last study, by Tomáš Farkaš, 
focuses on the auditory space of digital games, with 
a view to the design of audio games for the visually 
impaired. 

In the following section, the books The Performance 
of videogames by Kelly I. Aliano and The child in 
videogames by Emma Reay and the digital game 
Suicide Squad: Kill the Justice League are reviewed. 
The issue concludes with Walter Barta reflecting 
on whether we are living in a computer game in the 
Add-ons section. 

I wish all readers of the current issue of Acta 
Ludologica an engaging and informative read.

Jan Kremer
Národní filmový archiv in Prague, Czech Republic

Editorial
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ABSTRACT: 
Digital games have come a long way since their origins as pure entertainment and can 
no longer be easily brushed aside as a frivolous pastime. The past decade or so has seen 
the introduction of many narrative-intensive games that take the joy of watching a great 
story unfold and combine it with a sense of agency in the audience, in this case, the player, 
thus giving us a new form of dramatic narrative. Despite the seeming appropriateness, 
however, attempts at conjoining Aristotle’s Poetics to digital game scholarship have been 
contentious. This paper aims to show that there is great merit in viewing narrative games 
through the lens of the terms and mechanisms discussed by Aristotle, more specifically 
his outlining of the ground rules for the desired form of tragedy. Additionally, a more in-
depth definition of words like hamartia, catharsis, and mimesis and their application will 
show the appropriateness of such a method in arguing for the artistic and aesthetic worth 
of this new medium that is known for obfuscating the more familiar structures of other 
narrative forms. To support the argument, the paper relies on recent digital game dis-
course and uses Naughty Dog’s award-winning, and highly contentious game, The Last of 
Us Part II, to demonstrate how it fits the mould designed by Aristotle and why it deserves 
the title of tragedy.

KEY WORDS: 
Aristotle, catharsis, digital game studies, hamartia, narrative, Poetics, The Last of Us  
Part II, tragedy.

DOI: 
10.34135/actaludologica.2024-7-1.4-17

Introduction
The word tragedy has been so soaked in day-to-day language that one could not be 

faulted for ignorance of its true Greek origins. In a technical sense, tragedy means some-
thing almost radically different than the sense we are used to today. A deeper analysis of 
tragedy lies beyond the scope of this paper. However, it would not hurt to have a closer 
look at some of the scholarly debates in the field to get a better sense of what Aristotelian 
tragedy is. What makes a narrative a tragedy is not so much the sad, and at times hor-
rific, ending but the ‘feelings’ that it arouses in the audience (Kaufmann, 1992). Aristotle 
(2002) defines tragedy as an imitation of an action that “accomplishes through pity and 
fear the cleansing [(catharsis)] of experiences of this sort” (pp. 17-18). Hence, the end re-
sult of tragedy, according to him, is to stir a range of unpleasant emotions inside the audi-
ence who are watching the play (action) unfold and then, through careful manipulation 
of the plot, reach a point of catharsis for the audience. The reason why the audience will 
be capable of gaining pleasure from watching harrowing events (inducing the feeling of 
fear) befall a protagonist who probably does not deserve the severity of their punishment 
(hence he or she deserves our pity), is that such works so organize their material that we 
can recognize that toward which we feel so violently, thus setting us free to enjoy not pitiful 
and terrible events, but their adding up to more than just these events strung together. For 
in tragedy, they add up to intelligible chains of events, which illuminate human possibilities 
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in extremis (Schaper, 1968). So, it would not be too far-fetched to claim that it is through 
this recognition, enabled by proper mimesis, or imitation of the human condition, that a 
true tragedy, a work of art, is born.

The study to demonstrate that The Last of Us Part II (Naughty Dog, 2020;  
henceforth TLOU2) has all the makings that define a well-made tragedy based on the 
Aristotelian principles of catharsis, mimesis, and hamartia, all of which are included in 
the in-depth analysis that establishes these concepts’ importance to Aristotle’s trag-
edy as outlined in his Poetics. The rationale behind applying Aristotle’s ideas is not to 
dismiss the relevancy of other approaches to narrative games, but to suggest that such 
time-tested ideas are also relevant in the context of digital game scholarship as they 
have been so in more traditional ones such as drama, fiction, and cinema and to suggest 
new ways of seeing an emerging medium for stories and narratives. Often praised for 
its narrative depth and emotional impact, TLOU2 has attracted serious academic atten-
tion from a wide range of fields, each focusing on a different aspect of the game and its 
reception by the players. In their important work on the online fandoms of the series, 
Letizi and Norman (2023) argue that the game has led to an unprecedented backlash 
from what they called ‘alt-fandoms’. They point out that such a reaction is emblematic 
of a confrontational media climate that seeks to challenge any media text seeking to 
represent more controversial matters.

Following a similar trend, Dennin and Burton use the game as their case study to 
show how to employ ‘experiential play’ as a means of critiquing resistive queerness in 
digital games. They define experiential play as “the embodied experience of a player as 
a result of the overlapping intersection of a game’s narrative, formal elements, and af-
fective intentions” and use it to show how TLOU2 relies on representations of queerness 
to engender empathy among the non-queer player (Dennin & Burton, 2023, “Abstract” 
section). Aside from queer representation, the game has been scrutinized for its cast of 
female characters. For example, Tomkinson has analysed the divergent reception of Abby, 
a female character that we get to know in the second half of the game, particularly regard-
ing criticism of her ‘masculine’ physique. She argues that these critiques reveal underly-
ing tension in gaming discourse over realism, immersion, and the perceived politicization 
of video games (Tomkinson, 2023).

Moving away from the issues of gender and queer representation, there is a consid-
erable body of research dealing with the games narrative and the issues that play a promi-
nent role in the game’s story. Johnson (2023) uses the game’s midway player-character 
switch as a departing point for his study of how the game examines the effects of trauma 
and a dark circle of violence. Accordingly, such a move leads players to either adopt a 
flexible position that is more accepting and tolerant towards the characters, thus open-
ing up the possibility of change and learning or one of outright rejection and inflexibility, 
similar to how the two playable characters in the game, namely Ellie and Abby, handle the 
violence and revenge. Following the player-character shift controversy, Ferrari and Soraci 
(2022) demonstrate how players navigate authorial intent in digital games using TLOU2 
as their case study. They write that despite the game’s attempt to garner sympathy for 
Abby, whom they see as the villain, players often resisted, refusing to harm Ellie due to 
their existing emotional attachment to her. This highlights the complex interplay between 
authors’ attempts to evoke specific emotions and the players’ agency to shape their own 
experiences. Their study suggests the difficulty of solely relying on cognitive empathy in 
building player connection, while also emphasizing the importance of emotional reso-
nance (Ferrari & Soraci, 2022). There has also been research on the para-narrative as-
pects of the game as well and how it ties in with the events and characters in the narra-
tive. Using Genette’s (1997) concept of paratext, Banfi (2022) focuses on Ellie’s in-game 
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journal where she writes her thoughts, the events that transpire, and at times doodlings of 
scenes or characters in the story. He tries to show how this journal, through giving access 
to Ellie’s interior monologue and thoughts, expands the narrative and forms an intimate 
bond between the players and the character they are controlling. Seller (2022) argues 
that the game’s grim and repulsive approach towards death is its way of challenging the 
orthodoxy of player agency and centrality in the game and anthropocentricism in general. 
She adds that this idea of failure and loss in the game, with its brutal tragic spiral of repeti-
tion and inevitability is in fact helping players rethink the idea of success, negativity, and 
what it means to play a game in general.

For this study, we decided to utilize a comprehensive approach that combines close 
playing and textual analysis to critically examine the characters and narrative structure of 
TLOU2. The first section that follows explores how Aristotelian concepts have been bor-
rowed and used to analyse other digital games. Next, we provide a background for the 
core Aristotelian concepts that will be used in my analysis of the game. The last two sec-
tions deal with the application of these concepts and how they are relevant when analys-
ing the narrative structure of TLOU2.

Aristotle and Game Studies
The scholarly field of digital game studies is no stranger to Aristotle. Meakin et al. 

show how fruitful it can be to perceive the unique ways in which games such as Hellblade: 
Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 2017) make meaning through the lens of Aristotle’s the-
ories (Meakin et al., 2021). Humphreys tackles the question of whether playing digital 
games, in general, is a moral activity and how gaming aligns with Aristotle’s conception 
of a life well lived (Humphreys, 2016). In another interesting take, Mawhorter et al. try to 
fashion a working theory that reconciles the two opposing poles of diegetic and extra-
diegetic choices in digital games using Aristotle as their starting point (Mawhorter et al., 
2014). Meanwhile, Owen reconciles the famous Aristotelian notion of unity of time and 
place with the general plot line of BioShock (2K Boston & 2K Australia, 2007) while dem-
onstrating how the game closely follows the narrative structure that Aristotle prescribed 
(Owen, 2010). The studies that were picked here are only a handful and there are more pa-
pers where scholars have deemed it worthwhile to apply Aristotle’s ideas to game studies. 
The move in game studies to embrace theories with a focal point in the narrative, such as 
Poetics, has not always been a smooth ride. One of the more formidable and influential fig-
ures of this resistance, which, for the most part, has run out of steam today, was Aarseth, 
who led the charge against the position that games are narratives and textual, like films 
and novels: 

Games are not “textual” or at least not primarily textual: Where is the text in chess? 
We might say that the rules of chess constitute its “text,” but there is no recitation of 
rules during gameplay … A central “text” does not exist – merely context”. (Aarseth, 
2004, p. 47)
While his caution against overgeneralizing and seeing games as something they 

essentially are not, namely narratives, could be seen as somewhat relevant even today, 
the extent of the full argument is harsh. The militaristic opposition in this case, how-
ever, is understandable due to the state of digital games in the early 2000s. With most 
games still dabbling with incorporating plot as a fundamental and irreplaceable part of 
the gameplay experience, the earlier academic attempts to elevate them as a genuine 
medium for telling stories were going a step too far.
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Another, more recent attempt at contesting the applicability of universal narrative 
models, like that of Aristotle, comes from Koenitz et al. (2018) who argue that “Aristotle’s 
work is often misunderstood as a general description of narrative, when a closer reading 
actually reveals the opposite: it is a medium-specific understanding of narrative that dis-
tinguishes between epic (prose) and mimetic (dramatic) forms and focuses on the latter 
with a detailed analysis of the tragedy” (p. 109). While this position is not as dismissive as 
that of Aarseth, it is still wary of accepting digital games under the larger umbrella of nar-
rative studies discourse. However, it is not impossible to challenge this position. To begin 
with, we must remember that “Aristotle’s observations are form, rather than medium, de-
pendant” (Meakin et al., 2021, “Aristotle in Videogame Discourse” section, para. 3). This 
follows that mimesis is an integral part of Aristotle’s understanding of tragedy, and narra-
tive in general, and that mimesis is also a major aim of any narrative digital game in order 
to help create a believable layer of meaning-making for the player. As a second riposte, 
it could also be argued that games rely on player action for their story to progress, and 
action, according to Aristotle is an integral part of the narrative structure (Mateas, 2001).

Before moving further, it is paramount to address two important ambiguities that 
might hinder the argument if left unattended. The first has to do with the issue of agency 
in digital games. As discussed earlier, one affinity of digital games with Aristotelian drama 
is the concept of action carried out by the player, who is also the audience. However, some 
have argued that in order for the action to be meaningful, there has to be true agency in 
the form of absolute freedom on the side of the player with noticeable ramifications for the 
game’s overall story, which is at odds with the plot design in games (Frasca, 2010). To work 
around this issue, this paper adopts a new definition of agency that provides a workable so-
lution to this internal dissonance between freedom and narrative structure. K. Tanenbaum  
and T. J. Tanenbaum (2010) redefine agency “as the process by which participants in an 
action commit to meaning” (p. 13). This definition is basically veering the focus away from 
the outcome of choices to their intents. As long as the action is meaningful, even when 
there is no choice but to engage in an activity in the game, we are committing to meaning. 
This is in line with what Aristotle deems necessary in order for catharsis to happen. If the 
actions of the protagonist are not plausible and do not derive from a causation chain, then 
we have a weak story. The second point of importance is the fact that viewing the struc-
ture of games with a strong narrative focus through Aristotelian mechanisms would allow 
us to discuss both the game text and its effects on the audience/player. The word text is 
used in the fashion suggested by Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum (2011) as a “gestalt of medi-
um and the message”, meaning that the medium is not easily separable from the message 
that it conveys (p. 5). This sits well with Aristotle who dedicated so much attention to the 
emotional effects stirred in the audience by being exposed to a story, even though we are 
talking about digital games, which are known for confounding the traditional norms and 
narrative structures.

Many digital games offer rich ground for analysis through the Aristotelian tragic 
framework. To explore this approach and showcase its potential, we’ll delve into a few 
prominent examples. This comparative approach will not only position the main argument 
within a broader context but also highlight the valuable insights this lens can provide. 
The first game that lends itself well to such analysis is Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar 
Games, 2018), an action-adventure game set in a fictionalized Wild West on the brink of 
modernization. Players take on the role of Arthur Morgan, an outlaw grappling with his loy-
alty to his declining gang and his own mortality. When read through the lens of Aristotelian 
tragedy, this game is exploring the downfall of a flawed protagonist. Morgan’s unwaver-
ing loyalty to Dutch van der Linde, the gang’s leader, becomes his tragic flaw. Arthur re-
mains blind to this fact until he is diagnosed with tuberculosis later in the game and starts 
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questioning the morally dubious decisions he has taken in the name of loyalty and seeing 
the increasingly bloody path that Dutch has taken. Witnessing Dutch’s betrayal shatters 
Arthur’s faith, leading to a reckoning with his outlaw past. Despite his own wrongdoings, 
Arthur attempts redemption by helping John Marston escape, a final act that evokes both 
pity for his fate and fear for the dangers of blind loyalty.

The second game that works well with such an analysis is ZA/UM’s Disco Elysium 
(ZA/UM, 2019). When viewed through the Aristotelian tragic lens, the game presents a 
complex protagonist in Harry Du Bois, a detective whose brilliance is constantly under-
mined by his inner demons. Harry’s hubris, a fractured psyche fuelled by substance abuse 
and amnesia, impedes his ability to solve a seemingly straightforward murder case. Each 
dead end and internal struggle represents a reversal of fortune, forcing him to confront his 
own failings. As Harry delves deeper into the investigation and his own psyche, moments 
of recognition emerge – fragmented memories, ideological clashes with the various voic-
es in his head. The true nemesis, however, is not a singular antagonist but the totality of 
Harry’s inner turmoil. The choices he makes throughout the investigation, influenced by 
these warring voices, determine his fate. Disco Elysium’s catharsis is multifaceted. De-
pending on Harry’s choices, he may achieve a fragile sense of redemption, a glimmer of 
hope for rebuilding his life. However, the potential for further descent into self-destruction 
always lingers, leaving the player to contemplate the tragic consequences of a brilliant 
mind crippled by its own internal battles.

The last example that we will look at is Returnal (Housemarque, 2021). This innova-
tive third-person shooter throws astronaut Selene into a relentless cycle of death and re-
birth on the unforgiving alien world of Atropos. Despite its non-traditional structure, ana-
lysing Returnal through the lens of Aristotelian tragedy holds the potential for fascinating 
insights. Unlike a protagonist felled by a fatal flaw, Selene is trapped in a cycle of death 
and rebirth due to unresolved trauma. Her relentless pursuit of escape, fuelled by grief, 
ironically becomes her hubris. Each death, a reversal of fortune, forces her to confront 
the futility of her initial approach. Fragmented memories scattered across the alien world 
serve as moments of recognition, piecing together the source of her suffering. The cycle 
itself acts as her nemesis, a consequence of her emotional baggage. Yet, Returnal offers a 
unique catharsis. As Selene confronts her past and potentially breaks free (depending on 
the ending), the narrative transcends tragedy, offering a glimmer of hope and the possibil-
ity of overcoming trauma through perseverance.

While these games lend themselves well to such an analysis, they are not the only 
ones. As it will become clear in the course of this study, such a reading could not only help us 
gain deeper insights into the characters’ motivations and struggles, but also bring the moral 
dilemmas embedded within the plots to the forefront. This critical reflection extends not 
only to the choices presented, but also to the lack thereof and their potential consequences. 
Such a multifaceted approach both enriches our understanding of digital games as narra-
tives and invites us to engage with deeper questions about the human condition.

Tragedy According  
to Aristotle

Compared to the other genres of writing at the time like comedy, epic poetry, and 
history, all of which are mentioned in Poetics, tragedy held an esteemed place for Aristo-
tle. He provides the following definition of tragedy: 
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Tragedy, then, is an imitation [(mimesis)] of an action that is of stature and com-
plete, with magnitude, that, by means of sweetened speech, but with each of its 
kinds separate in its proper parts, is of people acting and not through report, and 
accomplishes through pity and fear the cleansing [(catharsis)] of experiences of this 
sort. (Aristotle, 2002, pp. 17-18)1

So, to put it more simply, tragedy is an imitation of an action that has a beginning, 
a middle, and an ending, hence complete while also boasting a certain expanse to it, not 
being too short but grand instead. The subject matter should not deal with ‘lowly’ topics, 
such as the ones he later ascribes to the ranks of comedy, but with universal subjects that 
are serious and can exalt the mind. In other words, the audience should not be induced to 
laughter and ridicule by what they see. The character, along with thought, also has a higher 
place than the narration since it enables action, the crux of tragedy. Most important of all, 
tragedy would be nothing if it fails to awaken pity and fear in the audience and then handle 
these emotions with care to the telos, or the main goal, of the tragedy, which is catharsis. 
This, of course, we concede is a limited definition of some of the most hotly debated lines 
in Poetics. However, for the purposes of this paper, going any deeper would be missing 
the point.2 The last bolt in Aristotle’s system of tragedy that binds the whole web together 
is the concept of hamartia, which has been translated as flaw, mistake, moral fault, and 
tragic flaw (Kaufmann, 1992). While each translation is valid in some respect, this paper 
will use the original Greek term since it preserves the entirety of its meaning though it 
has no exact match in the English language. The following paragraphs will be dedicated to 
defining and briefly analysing the concepts of mimesis, catharsis, fear, pity, and hamartia.

Mimesis, like catharsis, is among the more elusive concepts that are put forward by 
Aristotle. One could say that all arts are mimetic but each with its own content and structure 
(Schaper, 1968). However, in the case of tragedy, mimesis is what enables the audience to 
feel pleasure at watching the unfolding of terrible events that are common to such plays, 
events that would be otherwise unthinkable in real life. In other words, it is not so much 
the events themselves that attract the audience but “the presentation of a coherent action, 
made transparent and intelligible through artistic formulations” (Schaper, 1968, p. 139). But 
still, one might rightly ask, what is the pleasure in watching horrendous acts portrayed? Will 
it not be true that making them all the more ‘transparent and intelligible’ will be counterintui-
tive by making them seem more terrifying and appalling than what they used to be? Golden 
(1976) would counter by arguing that mimesis involves “an intellectual pleasure” involving 
“learning and inference by which we move from a perception of particulars to the knowl-
edge of universal” (p. 438). Accordingly, tragedy is concerned with what could be and what 
would happen as a consequence of certain actions, and the audience, through recognizing 
the similarities between what they see and their own lives, gain deeper insight and, thus, 
learning happens. Aristotle argues that tragedies of the higher order will masterfully employ 
mimesis with the aim of inducing such an intellectual state in the audience.

One would do Aristotle justice by claiming that catharsis is the cornerstone of any 
‘good’ tragedy, which binds the whole together, making the narrative piece not only enjoy-
able but also a work of art that is aesthetically pleasing. Despite its high standing in his 
opus, though, catharsis is among the most cryptic and least discussed of Aristotle’s ideas 
on tragedy and there is a plethora of studies dedicated to dissecting this same concept. 
Hence, it would not exactly serve the purposes of this study to dive deep into the rabbit 
hole of different interpretations, so snippets here are better than heaps.

1	 Remark by the author: These lines were taken from Benardete’s translation. The words in brackets were 
added by the author to signal the original Greek words which will later be used in the paper. 

2	 Remark by the author: For a deeper and more informed discussion of Aristotelian tragedy refer to Kaufman’s 
(1992) Tragedy and philosophy and Kruse’s (1979) The process of aristotelian catharsis: A redefinition.
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It would be possible to sort the existing arguments on catharsis into three basic cat-
egories of ‘clarification, purgation, and cleansing’ of the emotions, supposedly fear and pity, 
stirred in the audience (Kruse, 1979). Essentially, the emotional state of the audience would 
not be the same before and after they are exposed to a tragic narrative, and it is the task 
of catharsis to ensure that this holds true. Schaper beautifully summarizes the point thus: 

In contrast to purely intellectual understanding of a given situation, the enjoyment 
which tragedy affords emerges from emotional response to the events and com-
pletes itself in a grasp of their significance. The emotions are not superseded or left 
behind; they are transformed into aesthetic emotions, that is, emotions in which be-
ing involved and being distanced through understanding are held in balance. … The 
full sense [(of catharsis)] is available only when we think of catharsis as the result of 
a work of imitation, the result of a deliberate construction in which something about 
human nature and life is made clear for us. (Schaper, 1968, p. 139)
This is why we do not get the same sense of emotional involvement when reading the 

news of terrible atrocities happening in far-off corners of the globe, some of which far sur-
pass those that move us to shivers in great tragedies: we have distance from the events, 
but we are not involved because we are not emotionally attached to the events and char-
acters. The balance between distancing the viewer for better understanding and at the 
same time involving them is key for catharsis to occur. In another passage, she expands 
upon the concept by arguing that: 

… what is unified in tragedy is events which in life would crush us and leave us numb, 
but which, in the cosmos of a work, contribute to a mimetic whole. Tragic catharsis 
through pity and fear, provides the most poignant instance of a cathartic effect. It 
shows in a very striking form what is at stake in the enjoyment of any work of art: that 
the emotions felt by the audiences or spectators and the complex reactions to fiction 
are functions of the work qua work, that is to say, bound up with the formal nature of 
the artefact. … For Aristotle, catharsis is the response to an imitation, to that which is 
presented as if it were real, to that which is convincing and probable despite not be-
ing fact, to that which is complete in itself by the virtue of conforming to some formal 
principle of art. (Schaper, 1968, p. 141)
Now that a working concept of catharsis has been established, we must turn our at-

tention to the remaining concepts, namely fear, pity, and hamartia. To put it bluntly, fear 
and pity are the elements that contribute to the sensation of tragic pleasure in the audi-
ence. This, however, gives rise to an irony: what type of fear and pity can lead to their op-
posite emotional state, namely pleasure? The answer could be that such feelings are felt 
vicariously by the audience. With a nod to Hitchcock, Nanay explains that when watching 
a tragic narrative: 

… we feel anxiety for the protagonist. But anxiety for the protagonist is vicarious 
anxiety. Again, we do not feel self-centered anxiety: sitting in the audience, eating 
popcorn, I am not anxious about anything concerning myself. Nor am I experienc-
ing imaginary or make-believe anxiety: I do not imagine myself in the protagonist’s 
shoes and imagine his anxiety – the protagonist may feel no anxiety, so if I were to 
imagine myself in the protagonist’s shoes, I would not experience any anxiety at all. 
(Nanay, 2018, p. 1377)
The key that enables such vicarious feelings is the distance of the audience from 

the events, which nevertheless bestows them with the privilege of knowing more than the 
protagonist does. This feeds very well into the concept of hamartia. As illustrated earlier, 
most translations of the word point to a moral or intellectual fault or error in judgment that 
ensures the downfall of the protagonist. What induces our pity as the audience is knowing 
that the protagonist acted as they did not because they were innately wicked but because 
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they did not know any better. We as the audience, through knowing more than the charac-
ters, know this and therefore feel pity towards a tragic hero like Oedipus. We feel this way 
because the misfortune befalling the character in the story is not commensurate to their 
misstep. Hamartia is basically the cleansing factor that reduces the severity of the char-
acter’s wrongdoings by putting things into perspective and allowing the audience to feel 
differently than they would have done in real life. As Murnaghan explains, “Hamartia makes 
tragedy acceptable by exonerating the characters tragedy imitates, protecting tragic char-
acters, and by extension the spectators who identify with them, from the evil that attaches 
to their actions” (Murnaghan, 1995, p. 764). Now that we have laid sufficient groundwork 
for this study, it is time to introduce the digital game that is vividly illustrative of what has so 
far been discussed. Doing so will demonstrate how the concept of catharsis applies to the 
game while discussing in more detail the makings of a game that can enthral the audience 
with its story alone. A Poetics reading of a critically acclaimed game with a strong narrative 
component like TLOU2 will show how the journey of the player and the protagonist inter-
twine in a story that does not fall short of Aristotle’s standards for a strong tragedy.

Ellie and the Player  
in Last of Us Part II

Naughty Dog’s TLOU2 is an action-adventure game that lets the player control Ellie, 
a young woman who seeks revenge for the murder of Joel, her father figure, at the hands 
of Abby, in a post-apocalyptic world ravaged by the cordyceps fungal infection, which 
has turned the greater population of the planet into mindless beasts and flamed faction 
wars among the remaining survivors. The first half of the game lets the player experience  
Ellie’s bloody hunt for Abby and her friends, who helped her kill Joel, while the second half 
puts the player in the shoes of Abby, while providing more details about her motives and 
character in narrating the events she endured while Ellie was getting closer to finding her.

The first feature that must be looked for when performing an Aristotelian reading 
of a text is the handling of the character-audience distance and character identification. 
As shown earlier, catharsis relies heavily on mimesis, which gives the audience the dis-
tance they need from the events in order for them to perceive the universal truths about 
the human condition and not become entangled in the particulars. A suitable distancing 
enables the audience to feel both fear and empathy for the protagonist’s deeds. A good 
tragedy must aim for the perfect balance since too much of either fear or pity will not be 
constructive towards the final goal, which is catharsis; too much of the former leads to 
repulsion in terror while an excess of the latter results in sentimentalism. Naughty Dog 
handles this task masterfully throughout the long span of the two games. Whether the 
player knows Ellie and Joel’s story and background or is just beginning to know them, the 
brutal torture and the eventual murder of Joel in the game’s prologue is enough to stir the 
feeling of empathy and justify the player’s wish to help Ellie have her revenge. The degree 
of commitment, however, among the fans of the series and those who lacked the emo-
tional attachment of the first group was different; those who had played as Joel in the first 
game did not need convincing to hunt down Abby, as the death threats to Abby’s actress 
attest to that (Tassi, 2020), while the rest were following the journey out of their sense 
of justice or a mere curiosity to learn more. To try and bring the two groups of players 
onto the same page, the developers dropped in quite a few playable flashbacks through 
the course of the game which aimed to provide more background about the characters 
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and make them emotionally commit to the story of revenge that was ongoing in the pre-
sent. As Neil Druckman, the game director, states in a podcast about the game that the 
goal he had in mind for the second instalment was to make the players hate a character, 
i.e. Abby, and then be able to bring them back from that hatred and animosity to under-
standing and even compassion (Spicer, 2020). Therefore, as an attempt to check the blood 
thirst of the die-hard fans and establish some distance between them and the well-loved 
player characters Ellie and Joel, Naughty Dog employed one of the boldest moves imagi-
nable: shifting the player character and making the players gain a new perspective on the 
plot by playing as Abby. As with most authorial intentions in works of fiction, though, the 
response that came from the fanbase was extremely divided. In an attempt to study this 
polarization, Erb et al. (2021) employ Calleja’s (2009) concept of ‘focalization’ where the 
player background and disposition is central to understanding ‘alterbiographies’ (or stories 
about themselves). It determines whether the player experiences the narrative as the story 
of an ‘entity’ (another character) or as their own alterbiography. What their study found 
was that the players who resisted most to this change of perspective were those invested 
in the characters and the story as parts of themselves, i.e. their alterbiographies, while 
the more flexible players viewed this change as something valuable, complex, and unique.

The midway player character shift plays a pivotal role in the narrative structure of the 
game. By playing as Abby, the player learns that she was also avenging the death of her fa-
ther, the doctor whom Joel killed to rescue Ellie. We start this portion by playing as a young 
Abby on the day Ellie was admitted for surgery and Abby lost her father, and then move to 
the time right after she and her friends have returned to their HQ after killing Joel. We get 
to see how the events in Jackson have left a lasting scar on Abby and her friends, offering 
a glimpse into how those experiences have changed them. After playing Abby’s section, 
it would be very difficult to deny her humanity and seek revenge blindly. This humanizing 
act also makes us ponder Ellie’s brutal treatment of anyone who stood in her way to get to 
Abby. Remembering, for example, how Ellie mauls Nora, one of those present during Joel’s 
torture, to learn Abby’s hideout now seems terrifying and pitiable; terrifying because Ellie 
is also hacking at her humanity with every blow, and pitiful because of the fact she does 
not deserve this either. Without familiarizing us with the other side of things, the game 
might have ended up just like another revenge story of endless and pointless killings and 
shooting until the avenger quenches her thirst, since the distance between the viewer and 
the character would probably be on either side of an extreme. One would not have the 
vantage point, the necessary distancing achieved by mimesis according to Aristotle, to 
see the true horribleness of carnage and revenge.

The Vengeful Fury  
with a Heart: Hamartia  
and Catharsis

Ellie’s hamartia is her inability to forgive others and this tendency shows itself in two 
instances, both of which lead to her downfall. As mentioned earlier, hamartia is that short-
coming or fault in the character that brings about their bitter fate and makes us pity their 
miserable state since we know they were not at fault, at least not completely. In effect, 
hamartia acts as a humanizing agent in the plot to bring us closer to the character, justify 
their motives and why they could not have done otherwise.
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When we first meet Ellie in the first game, she has no one, and over the course of 
the story, comes to act as the surrogate for the daughter that Joel lost, and he instead 
replaces the father that Ellie never met. Not wanting to lose her, Joel lies to Ellie in the 
final cutscene, telling her that the previous attempts at making a cure had failed and there 
was no point trying again. One could easily see the hint of disbelief and suspicion in Ellie’s 
eyes as she takes in Joel’s words. The second game capitalizes on this suspicion until Ellie, 
eventually, learns the truth and confronts Joel. For the next two years, until Joel’s death, 
she cuts her ties with him.

The second instance which fully bares Ellie’s unforgiving nature is her relentless hunt 
for Abby, in which the player is also an accomplice. Her only lead takes us to Seattle, now 
the territory of the faction Abby belongs to, the Western Liberation Front or WLF for short. 
Not considering the hordes of WLF soldiers murdered by Ellie to get to those who killed 
Joel, there are two instances which are meant to shake the audience. The first one is when 
we finally find Abby’s friend Nora. She refuses to give up her friend’s whereabouts, so  
Ellie tortures her and it is the player who has to press the buttons and land the blows. We 
are spared the gory details but later see a broken Ellie, shaken and traumatized as she 
returns to an abandoned cinema in which she has set up camp. If that was not enough, 
the story takes another horrendous turn not very long after as Ellie finally makes it to the 
aquarium, where to her chagrin, instead of Abby, she finds Owen, Abby’s ex-lover, and Mel, 
their friend and now in a relationship with Owen. A struggle ensues and Ellie manages to 
kill both of them with the player’s help but just before we are able to add their names to the 
list of other indiscriminate victims of the rampage, we hear Owen using his last breath to 
tell Ellie that Mel was pregnant. In disbelief, she hurries to the dead body and breaks down 
in seeing that he was telling the truth. Feeling the sudden pangs of her humanity, she is 
desperate and distraught. Ellie is then taken home by two of her friends who have followed 
her for help. Thus ends the first half of the game with Ellie agreeing to get back to Jackson. 
However, it is still too soon for her anagnorisis or recognition.

As mentioned earlier, what qualifies this game as a tragedy is its constant effort to 
check the audience’s distance from the events and characters so that they develop the 
necessary feelings for the catharsis at the end. If it was not for the second part where we 
learn more about the people we have been hunting down with Ellie one by one, we would re-
main too close to Ellie to see anything beyond what she thinks, knows, and does. Naughty  
Dog successfully conveys the sense that it is the human condition that is in a miserable 
state, not that Abby and her friends are bloodthirsty villains who bask in murdering and 
destroying lives. The fact that we as the audience see more than Ellie does and eventually 
come to know more about the events and characters than she does, enables us to not only 
wince in fear at her cruelty but also pity her gradual loss of humanity because of some-
thing she cannot control.

The epilogue of the game shows a seemingly serene Ellie and her partner living in 
an abandoned farm, leading a life which we soon find is not yet rid of the shadow of their 
past as Ellie is suffering from PTSD. Things do not stay calm, however, as Tommy, Joel’s 
brother, brings word of a possible lead as to the whereabouts of Abby and tries to stir the 
fire of Ellie’s revenge and succeeds. We follow Ellie in her final expedition and eventually 
find Abby and her newfound companion, a young boy named Lev, held captive by a crew 
of slavers and left to starve tied to wooden poles. Ellie cuts Abby down but will not let her 
go. Abby does not want to fight but Ellie forces her by threatening to kill Lev. A dramatic 
fight to the death ensues but just as Ellie is about to finally take her revenge, she remem-
bers Joel, sitting on his porch as usual and playing his guitar, looking content. This is her 
anagnorisis which finally enables her to let go and forgive. In a way, one could say that 
seeing Abby with Lev reminded her of the relationship she used to have with Joel, the love 
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and caring, and opened her eyes to the horribleness of her revenge. However, unlike most 
tragedies that we are used to like Oedipus Rex, Macbeth, King Lear, or Hamlet, the moment 
of recognition for the character does not come with disaster but this time helps her avert 
it. This does not automatically disqualify this kind of anagnorisis, as Murnaghan argues, 
since “[w]hat really interests Aristotle about anagnorisis is the way that recognition can 
forestall pathos, the way it can prevent an act of violence from taking place, and the way it 
supplants that act of violence” (Murnaghan, 1995, p. 763). Through that recognition, the 
audience is granted the opportunity to see beyond the particulars of the story they just 
witnessed and draw universal conclusions, and thus for catharsis to happen. 

Conclusion
Aspen Aarseth once said that “unlike literature, games are not about the Other, they 

are about the Self. Games focus on self-mastery and exploration of the external world, 
not the exploration of interpersonal relationships” (Aarseth, 2004, p. 50). This paper was 
an attempt to prove that games like The Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013-2022) series are 
not just about play but are fully capable of successfully drawing an aesthetically pleasing 
narrative picture that not only develops a story but also fully explores characters with rich 
relationships. The way they achieve this end, though, is through a combination of tech-
niques drawn from various fields.

In its premise, this paper aimed to show how a coupling of Aristotle’s ideas and theo-
ries about tragedy in his Poetics could also be fruitfully applied to a digital game. While 
the parts and mechanisms discussed in Poetics might not stand up to the most rigorous 
philosophical analysis on their own, their combination as a whole is extremely robust and 
workable. And when applied as an interconnected system, Poetics is indeed capable of 
helping us understand the complex and interrelated narrative webs, such as the one that 
was analysed here. Using Aristotle, we were able to see how the game makes use of cer-
tain mimetic and storytelling techniques to constantly hold the audience in the optimal 
position regarding the characters and the action of the story, thereby setting the stage for 
catharsis by arousing feelings of pity and fear and dealing with them through realization 
and catharsis.

The game that was chosen for analysis, TLOU2, is a narrative game that utilizes the 
abovementioned Aristotelian techniques in its narrative system in order to warrant the 
title of a tragedy. By artistically distancing the players from the events and characters rep-
resented, the game adeptly handles the task of creating deeper layers of meaning-making 
within itself, and taking the player along with the protagonist on a journey of grasping 
deeper truths about what it means to be human. The actual distancing technique oper-
ates within the complex and interconnected web of catharsis, hamartia, and anagnorisis, 
to be precise. TLOU2 makes full use of all these techniques and mixes them to great ef-
fect, leading to a game that is both enjoyable to play as a narrative piece on its own, and 
at the same time, masterfully crafted to attain the status of artwork. Ellie’s final over-
coming of her hamartia and her newly-attained ability to forgive and let go through her 
deeper understanding is a prime example of how proper mimetics can lead to catharsis, 
thus allowing the audience to gain pleasure from watching gut-wrenching events unfold, 
and in this case, partaking in them as well by interacting with the game as the player. The 
pleasure comes not because of our sadistic nature but because we are enabled to see 
beyond the mere events and learn something more, a deeper, more universally applicable 
understanding of our nature, in a way that is both natural and at the same time not lacking.
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As a final note, the author is in no way supporting the claim that all games are narra-
tive, because they most certainly are not, and arguing otherwise would be falling for the 
narratologist’s overgeneralization trap that Aarseth was warning us about. As we have 
tried to demonstrate, a narrative game is one that is fully capable of achieving the effects 
of narratives in other mediums through different means. The same must be said of the 
method chosen for conducting this study. While applying Aristotle in this instance was 
successful, the reader is asked to see this as an experiment to show how exciting and at 
the same time illuminating such projects can turn out to be.
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ABSTRACT: 
Urban planning has been simulated through various city-building games such as The 
Sumerian Game (1964), SimCity (1989), and Cities: Skylines (2015), amongst many oth-
ers. Gaming technology has been utilized in 3D GIS, City Information Models (CIMs), and 
Urban Digital Twins (UDTs) to enhance public participation and engagement in the plan-
ning process. This article studies the overlap and ‘game-like’ qualities of these systems 
and presents an Urban Game Continuum. This interactive tool works in tandem with a 
taxonomy of city-building games and existing UDTs in order to assist with the design of fu-
ture systems. A case study imported GeoData from Lancaster, UK, into a games platform. 
The continuum tool and case study offer new insights into opportunities for the utilisa-
tion of game design and gaming technology in urban planning and digital transformation. 
The article argues that the current use of gaming technology for real-world applications 
is one-directional and misses opportunities to include digital game design and research, 
such as mechanics, dynamics, flow, and public participatory world-building for future sce-
narios. By incorporating these elements, UDT systems could offer higher levels of citizen 
engagement.
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Introduction
Digital games have a long tradition of providing abstracted simulations of various 

systems of human activities, such as politics, culture, society, environment, and conflict 
(Bogost, 2011). While some of these games were merely representations of systems, such 
as war in chess or the exploitation of renters in Lizzie Magie’s Landlord Game (1904), oth-
ers were used in relation to scenario planning for plausible futures. A notable example was 
the RAND Corporation’s Mathematical Analytics Division’s (MAD) development of physi-
cal games for social science to test military activity, design variables, play assumptions, 
and anticipate effects (Daye, 2020). Scenario techniques and forecasting developed by 
Herman Kahn at RAND, and later when he started the Hudson Institute in 1961, were used 
to create systematic conjectures of the future. A ‘multi-fold trend’ of some of these future 
scenarios was urbanisation and the growth of megalopolises (Kahn, 1967). A range of sce-
nario techniques were developed by a number of researchers and applied to many areas, 
but urbanisation was featured throughout (Bradfield et al., 2005). Thus, even prior to the 
inception of digital games, the relationship between games , urbanisation and planning 
had been linked as an area of critical interaction.

These interactions between games and planning could arguably be called a ‘matter 
of concern’ in Bruno Latour’s terms, which consists of the study of entanglements, com-
plexity, and the socio-technical relations between humans and objects. What can digital 
games add to the urban planning space in terms of game systems, the simulation of com-
plex urban issues, and how can game mechanics be deployed? We hypothesise that while 
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a range of future urban planning scenarios utilise gaming technology, they do not neces-
sarily incorporate digital game mechanics and dynamics (Hunicke, et al., 2004), levels, 
progress, flows and feedback as part of worldbuilding, and this needs to be more fully 
understood if such systems are to yield potential benefits in terms of citizen engagement. 
This article develops an understanding of the role of worldbuilding digital games in urban 
planning, architecture, and design, through the development of a playable urban game 
continuum to illuminate the various nuances of a range of precedents and scaffold future 
applications. This interactive urban game continuum is intended for developers of future 
city models and urban digital twins (UDTs). It is supported via a taxonomic reference of 
games, city models, 3D geographic information systems and urban digital twin cases. Fol-
lowing this continuum, an applied case study of imported GeoData into the digital game 
Cities: Skylines (Colossal Order, 2015) creating a range of urban analyses, is then com-
pared to real-world strategic plans in order to explore and locate usage of the urban game 
continuum interactive tool and explore ‘game-like’ aspects of planning simulation.

Worldbuilding Games  
and Simulation Tools

A range of terms revolves around the utilisation of digital or analogue games con-
cerning the built environment. Terms such as ‘serious games’ were conceptualised as a 
way to describe games aimed at simulating aspects of life in procedural and rationalised 
manners for education and professional training whilst engaging in the aspects of ‘play’, 
with the term emerging from Abt (1970). ‘Serious’ games have emerged as an approach 
often utilised for urban planning (Djaouti, 2011). An example of an early serious game re-
lated to urbanisation is Buckminster-Fuller’s World Game (1961), which went through a 
number of iterations and allowed players to cooperate on population dynamics and re-
source allocation issues using his Dymaxion Map (“World Game”, n.d.).

Digital city planning/creation games emerged from the work of Mabel Addis Mer-
gardt and William McKay’s The Sumerian Game (Addis, 1964), an IBM mainframe planning 
game written in Fortan, designed for economic instruction for school children, which was 
set in Lagash in Sumer circa 3500 BC. It was a text-based game in which players managed 
various rounds (seasons) of land management with projections and an audio guide for 
each round, giving procedural choices for players. Doug Dyment later recreated the digital 
game (in 1968) under the name Hamurabi (Dyment, 1968) (earlier titled King of Sumeria 
or The Sumer Game). The game inspired various other versions, including George Bank,  
Santa Paravia en Fiumaccio (Blank, 1978) in which a player ruled an Italian city-state in 
1400 through turn-based moves and city-building capability. These early examples 
helped create a trajectory for city-building games, which have emerged as a creative tool 
for exploring urban governance, city simulation, and planning. A two-player game by Don 
Daglow, Utopia (Daglow, 1982), featured various construction options as a precursor to 
real-time strategy games (Daglow, 2018). Arguably, the most famous city building game is 
SimCity (Maxis, 1989), also known as Micropolis. Will Wright formed Maxis with business-
man Jeff Braun to self-publish SimCity in 1989. Micropolis allows the players to inhabit the 
character of the city mayor and develop various planning models, particularly through the 
use of zoning (Terzano & Morckel, 2017). The digital game was targeted at an educational 
market with a dashboard interface displaying variables and oblique and isometric virtuali-
sation of city worlds (Gaber, 2007).
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SimCity used a form of Agent-Based Modelling (ABM), cellular automata (CA) mod-
elling, which involves ‘agents’ and interactions between things in order to model com-
plexity, sometimes through the use of infinite cell structures and relationships. This has 
subsequently been used for real-world urban development scenarios and dynamics, such 
as populations or transportation modelling combined with remotely sensed data and  
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) (Yeh, 2021). In addition, ABM has been used to 
model individual behaviours and associations, such as crowd behaviour simulated in a vir-
tual real-world space (Crooks et al., 2021). ABM and CA are processes that share system 
rules similar to those of city-building games. SimCity is CA with agents, though the design 
motivation is very different. The differences raise questions about the black-box nature of 
the city-building games and underlying parameters compared to the motivation for cre-
ating digital games such as Micropolis (SimCity), as expanded by Wright, which is firmly 
focused on the fiction of a city for play. 

… you give the player a tool so that they can create things. And then you give them 
some context for that creation. You know, what is it, what kind of kind of world does 
it live in, what’s its purpose? What are you trying to do with this thing that you’re cre-
ating? To really put the player in the design role. And the actual world is reactive to 
their design. … Giving them a pretty large solution space to solve the problem within 
the game. So the game represents this problem landscape. (Pearce, 2022, para. 4)
Cities and urban areas are complex systems, and games allow a player to explore 

the complexities of  such systems, to which Wright is referring, and simulate and model 
behaviour and realise scenarios. However, the relationship to real-world planning should 
not be overstated as SimCity is not designed to be a planning simulation model but a game 
designed to create a pleasurable experience that addresses aspects of planning (Devisch, 
2008). This can be juxtaposed with the game SimNimby (Nass & Weeks, 2022) which is 
a subversion of Micropolis, whereby players progress through futile planning experiences 
encompassing fifty-four different development objections, which eventually end the game 
and is based on the real-life experiences of game designers working in San Francisco and 
Brooklyn, USA. This satire highlights some of the complexities experienced in real-world 
planning consultations. The benefit of games such as SimCity is that the platform intro-
duces players to a simplified representation of complex urban systems with little adher-
ence to real-world planning rules and procedures, whereas SimNimby is a representation 
of a real-world planning system, which is presented as a parody to highlight frustration 
that often occurs when engaging with such technocratic schemes.

Players should also be aware that this introduction to planning via gaming found in 
SimCity still follows particular aspects of the real-world models, which Bereitschaft (2016) 
defines as ‘gentrification’ and represents preferential futures dominated by the motor car. 
The ‘black box’ of the Sim games rests on various designer’s understanding of urban pro-
cesses. The release of SimHealth (Thinking Tools, 1994) sought to simulate and game 
American healthcare during the Clinton healthcare plan reforms, juxtaposing the simula-
tion with real-world health politics. The Markle Foundation commissioned Maxis Business 
Solutions to create SimHealth in order to provide a game experience of complex policy 
and health care. This was released on Capitol Hill, and copies were provided to lobbyists 
and the White House (Salvador, 2020). A spin-off of Maxis, Maxius Business Simulations 
created various corporate SIMs, including SimRefinery (Maxis, 1992) for Chevron, in order 
to simulate the complex oil industry. 

This highlights that worldbuilding and strategy games have been developed with 
great emphasis on particular geographic imaginaries. For instance, Utopia: The Creation 
of a Nation (Celestial Software, 1991), is a micromanagement simulation game on an off-
world colony inspired by SimCity. The subsequent development of SimCity 2000 (Maxis, 
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1993) introduced several new features, such as query tools, urban decay, and more de-
tailed game variables. Additionally, it included a disaster scenario expansion pack with 
various porting options Cities XL (Focus Entertainment, 2013), and Cities: Skylines (2015, 
2023) are some of the most recent city-building games to be released, which expand on 
the SimCity CBG genre. 

A range of contemporary game releases in this genre created meaningful game ex-
periences, such as Block’hood (Plethora Project, 2016), in which players must envision a 
neighbourhood and maintain ecological balance; Constructor (System 3, 1997) in which 
players inhabitant a commercial construction company and undermine its rivals, and Little  
Cities (Purple Yonder, 2022), in which players develop on grid forms on an island and the 
prosperity is measured through the immersive design choices. Finally, The Architect: Paris 
(5PM Studio, 2021), is a high-realism city planning sandbox based in Paris with extensive 
detailing features in which players can realise designs in developed construction phases. 

Planning Systems
If a games designer were to create a simulation game of a national planning frame-

work, the complexity of this world-building exercise would be highly challenging. For ex-
ample, in the United Kingdom, The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) is the gov-
ernment’s view of the planning system in England that must operate in accordance with 
primary and secondary legislation with sixteen categories under the framework provision 
(Picture 1). The NPPF provisions are supported by further detail in the National Planning 
Practice Guidance (NPPG). Aligned with the NPPF, 317 Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) 
develop local plans and neighbourhood plans. Updates to the NPPF are frequent, often 
yearly. Thus, creating a simulation of the NPPF and NPPG is not conducive to game design 
principles, nor can the nuances and translation of a framework, primary and secondary 
legislation, and a range of local plans into game rules be properly enacted in totality. 

Picture 1: National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in the United Kingdom

Source: own processing based on “Levelling-up and Regeneration” (2023)
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However, with the rise of City Information Models (CIMs), a term coined by Lachmi 
Khemlani in 2005 (see Khemlani, 2023), 3D Geospatial data, cloud-based services for the 
web and urban digital twins (UDTs) (cyber-physical systems that provide virtual replicas of 
real-world aspects and indicators), developers have started to incorporate various game 
technologies and design patterns to create interactive systems around particular aspects 
of the planning system. In particular, the use of game engines provides 3D experiences, 
interactive dashboards or game UI, interactive modelling, and immersive visualisation. 
Currently, digital twins of urban environments are informed through various fields as part 
of urban informatics, urban analytics, geographic data science and geo-computation – 
making geographical decisions about how best to tackle a real-world problem (Brunsdon 
& Singleton, 2015). In essence, urban informatics, urban analytics and geo-computation 
are terms with overlapping research communities across a variety of disciplines applied 
in the real world using a variety of approaches and methods for sensing, working with 
big spatial data, and the modes in which people utilise data, plus the communication of 
findings, models and predictions. However, there are opportunities for game design to 
make an integral contribution in these multi-disciplinary teams, especially in the areas 
of interaction. We are in a period of large volumes of ubiquitous 4D urban data (3D and 
time-based) captured from embedded, connected and remote sensors. The ability of 
participants to engage in various forms of immersion and interaction with this data has 
developed through cloud-based GIS platforms, yet these areas are often unconnected, 
fragmented and unequal (Souza & Bueno, 2022).

There is an opportunity to define the gamified and game-like systems being de-
veloped in relation to actual city-building games and game design principles in order to 
both understand current practices and open up the opportunity to playfully engage the 
general population in the complexities affecting decision-making in urban planning. Cur-
rently, many of the UDTs seek participation using gaming technology for aspects of their 
systems, yet miss the game’s design elements, which could provide much more positive 
experiences. For example, Markus Persson, Jens Bergensten’s Cave Game, subsequently 
Minecraft (Mojang Studios, 2011), is an open-world explorative free block creation game, 
has been translated into the UN-Habitat Block by Block methodology from 2012, increas-
ing participation in a range of urban design and planning projects across the world, with 
a replicable workshop ‘playbook’ (Imam & Lahoud, 2021). Communities use Minecraft to 
plan, design and test proposals for public spaces using the game. This example is an out-
lier compared to current systems and cases focused on the exploitation of gaming tech-
nology only.

Arguably, there is a restrictive incorporation of gaming technologies for real-world 
planning that misses opportunities to engage players in changing the rules of the system 
being replicated. This is much needed as governments such as the UK argue that urgent 
change is required in planning if we address the chronic shortfall in housing and stimulate 
economic growth. Gaming technology and gamified Geodata are intended for citizen par-
ticipation and access, yet fundamental challenges remain unaddressed. The Royal Town 
Planning Institute (RTPI) in the UK stated that “response rates to a typical pre-planning 
consultation are around 3% of those directly made aware of it. In Local Plan consultations, 
this figure can fall to less than 1% of the population of a district” (Manns, 2017, para. 3). 
The RTPI paper of 2020 also evidenced that only 11% of young people have been engaged 
in a local plan consultation (Butler et al., 2020). However, what if games research and 
ludic interactions are introduced, and gaming technology in which the planning system 
is played and redesigned? This creates alternative ways of working and new possibilities 
for worldbuilding and developing fundamental changes to the planning system. Games 
should not be vehicles in which real-world planning systems are simulated but a platform 
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in which alternative worlds are imagined in order to change the limitations of that very 
real-world system. Would this worldbuilding approach and result increase citizen partici-
pation, and what would this game system for planning look like?

Urban Game Continuum
By referencing the aforementioned range of city-building game precedents, an ur-

ban game continuum is presented in Pictures 2, isolating four major factors in this paper’s 
range of precedents. The continuum has four level blocks. The continuum operates left 
to right in a similar way to the virtuality continuum created by Paul Milgram and Fumio 
Kishino, often used as an initial basis to discuss extended reality (XR) and the metaverse 
(Milgram et al., 1995). The interactive tool contains four classifications in the coloured 
level blocks – Geography, System, Models and Interactions common attributes of digi-
tal games, 3D GIS, CIMs and UDTs. Players map from the bottom upwards, plotting and 
mapping the aspects of the system for future development using coloured counters. The 
resultant map thus informs the system design. The four classifications are devised on 
these terms:

1.	 Interactions: Acts of open-world gaming (Left), single-player, ludic and games tech-
nology for citizen engagement (Right).

2.	 In terms of Models and Urban simulations, the continuum maps simulations of im-
plausible acts and environments (Left) and augmentation of real-world urban plan-
ning (Right).

3.	 In system terms, a continuum for cyber networks, game systems (Black Box), data 
and models (Left) and their relationship with the physical (Cyber-physical) is created 
(Right).

4.	 In geographic terms, a classification and continuum are created to map pure imagi-
naries (Left) games and adopt high realism and fidelity (Right).
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Picture 2: Urban game continuum

Source: Cureton, 2024b

In order to map a new system onto the continuum and on the four classifications, a 
supporting taxonomy, which is hyperlinked to the original game, case, or dataset, is de-
veloped from city building games, 3D GIS, CIMs and UDTs to support this exercise. These 
two components allow users/players to reference and benchmark the games and cases 
against their development needs. For example, a player may design a system on the con-
tinuum from left to right and benchmark from the taxonomy. For example, a user/player 
mapping a new system may plot their design by comparative values such as one more 
block face for Open-world exploration compared to the SimCity 2000 game, two more 
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block faces towards Procedure nearer the game Cities: Skylines, and one more block face 
towards Physical, and three more block faces across to Fidelity.

Establishing such a continuum is essential as there is a rich territory and crossover 
with the increasing urbanisation and large-scale investments in smart cities. Developers 
can use this interactive tool to develop new systems and make reference to game titles 
and existing 3D GIS, CIMs and UDTs. The taxonomic reference is subjective, not exhaus-
tive, and expandable from the seventeen Games and seventeen UDTs plotted in the first 
instance. However, through juxtapositions and comparative benchmarking, users can 
map the new system using the game board to evaluate its aspects.

In order to create this continuum, distinctions need to be made between the use of 
games for planning education and game technology for planning processes. For example, 
‘game-like’ platforms, such as Cesium plugins for Unreal Engine and ESRI ArcGIS, provide 
‘real world’ geo-located information. In another example, Houseal Lavigne used a proce-
dural modelling program and a games engine as part of public consultation for Morrisville, 
North Carolina, USA (2019) and its land use plan, in which two scenarios were created for 
its town centre with different build-outs including a dashboard that adopted the zoning 
code (“Mapping Morrisville”, 2021). Hence, it is relatively central on the gameboard, lean-
ing towards Fidelity and Engagement.

Game Engines are utilised for a range of activities and simulations, including geolo-
cated weather and 3rd-person open-world exploration, amongst other operations. GIS 
and game engine integration is, of course, reliant on streaming architecture. The gami-
fication of GIS systems, availability of photogrammetry data, satellite imagery and open 
street map, provide environments long sought in early city-building games. Gaming tech-
nology enables fidelity and urban planning simulations to a higher degree (Poplin et al., 
2020). Thus, in the seventeen cases, the majority are mapped toward the right-hand side 
of the continuum and support the hypothesis of the one directionality of games technol-
ogy applied towards urban planning, but lacking game design principles.

The role of digital games is critical; for example, a range of planning platforms utilis-
ing 3D GIS and data dashboards to simulate future scenarios and describe developments 
in the current planning process. There is a user interface crossover from some of the 
game precedents already described, such as Cities: Skylines II, with a clear relationship 
between a computer game and a real-world dashboard of various urban indicators. In both 
cases, there is a need for navigable, understandable and progressive information in order 
to explore the various parameters of the fictional or real-world ‘gamified’ space (Young 
& Kitchin, 2020). In Cities: Skylines, residential development suitability is presented on 
a colour ramp. For Nottingham City Council, colour systems indicate the current real-
world planning application and status, including public consultation (Picture 4). In both 
cases, the importance of game research interaction and mechanics is at a critical juncture 
with urban informatics and urban planning. Questions arise on the nature of interactions 
for citizen engagement and how decisions are formed from the basis of governance. For  
Nottingham City Council, applications will be assessed based on the adopted local plan 
by planning officers, but what role does the GIS model play in informing this assessment? 
Line of site studies, energy efficiencies, and environmental effects are all parameters the 
model can assist, and the role of 3D urban models has many benefits, such as Helsinki’s 
energy and solar atlas and the possibilities for energy renovations throughout the Helsinki 
region. Building-specific information features include water consumption, district heating 
and electricity comparable to the indicators created in Cities: Skylines game (“Energia- 
ja ilmastoatlas”, n.d.). The four sections of the data model include energy data on build-
ings, simulated heating demand, solar energy potential, and geothermal potential, and 
it is intended to be used by a variety of actors. However, unlike city-building games with 
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pre-defined missions, progression and open-world creativity, this ‘gamified’ content has 
profound implications. Reflecting on SimHealth at the time of release, and his role as a 
policy maker, Paul Starr, states,

… when policymakers depend on simulations to guide present choices--especially 
when legislators put government on “automatic pilot,” binding policy to numerical 
indicators of projected trends-- they cede power to those who define the models that 
generate the forecasts. (Starr, 1994, p. 20)

Picture 3: Major Developments portal, Nottingham City Council

Source: Nottingham City Council, 2024

Starr highlights an important research space for using gaming technology and mechan-
ics in urban planning platforms and systems. Does the black box space of the game-like plat-
form and model dictate decisions, and how does this change the dynamic of the planning pro-
cess and judgements for progression? The social-technical relations between systems and 
interaction are thus a critically underexplored research space pertinent to high-level invest-
ment in UDTs, as recognised in the WEF Global Practices report on City Digital Twins in which 
55.6% of DT use in public service management and 44.4% of digital twin application uses are 
reported in community development (World Economic Forum, 2022). Thus, games and the 
range of real-world planning systems using game technology is a critical research area. 

Modifying Cities: Skylines 
with GeoData, Lancaster 
City, UK

Considering the Urban Game Continuum and taxonomy, a digital game Cities:  
Skylines, modification and map builder are utilised to import real-world geodata to exam-
ine the game’s simulative and reductive qualities and consider real-world planning issues 



ACTA  LUDOLOGICA

in relation (Khan & Zhao, 2021). The purpose of the task is not to critique current local 
plans but to simulate some of the policy principles and explore options for worldbuilding 
outside of the NPPF system constraints. For the game Cities: Skylines, players can import 
geodata height maps (Digital Terrain Model) and export fictional cities and models to real-
world digital Open Street Maps (OSM) via modifications or import real-world maps.1 The 
modifications to do this in Cities: Skylines II (Colossal Order, 2023) were not yet available 
at the time of writing. Simple terraform tools of DTMs can be used to create a baseline from 
which to build out, and this aspect is an established workflow, though there are opportuni-
ties to demonstrate the bi-directionality of the gaming platform itself (Wicaksana & Dar-
mawan, 2021). The game has been used to simulate Norra Djurgardstaden, Stockholm, 
Sweden (2017), the role of industrial zones and factories in Braunschweig, Germany (2017) 
(Juraschek et al., 2017), Żuromin, Central Poland (Olszewski et al., 2020) and Denpasar  
City, Indonesia (2021), amongst many others. Historical plans, such as Ebenezer Howard’s  
layout for Letchworth Garden City, have also been recreated (2022) (“Recreating the 
first”, 2022). This translatory aspect of the game towards real-world planning issues has 
also been applied to the player’s understanding of sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
in their game worldbuilding (Jolly & Budke, 2023). The extent and limitations of the game 
can be mapped to the fidelity, physical replica, procedures, and engagement values from 
the Urban Game Continuum and are mapped based on the game mechanics.

This case is mapped against the degrees of imaginaries and fidelity of the game in 
terms of managing health, employment, traffic, and pollution levels compared to the real-
world strategic plans of Lancaster City Council. The degree to which Cities: Skylines can 
relay the cyber or physical aspect of the city, the capacity of the game ‘black box’ to mimic 
planning procedures and the engagement potential and playful experience of the game 
for real-world issues. Indeed, much of the focus of explorations has concentrated on one 
aspect of the game, real-world planning issues, rather than the possibilities of new modifi-
cations via gaming and redesign of the existing real-world planning system.

A large section of the Lancashire district region has been used in the game (Picture 
4), North-West UK (Lng/ -2.7984740523877747 Lat/ 54.044485589053494). The dis-
trict has a population of 144,246 and area coverage of 576.2 Km² / 57,620 ha. The area 
was chosen for its spatial complexity, the non-metropolitan district is defined through UK 
Governmental Boundaries, its legislative framework and the Office for National Statistics 
ONS (“Adopted policies”, n.d.). The district is a two-tier non-metropolitan area of high-
grade agricultural land that has extensive rural coverage and mixes small towns, coastal 
communities, post-industrial ports and a primary ‘arc-like’ urban area and urban exten-
sions. The primary urban area is an arc stretching from the coast at Heysham, upwards 
to Morecambe Bay and southeast to Lancaster. The study area contains the Forest of 
Bowland, an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), Arnside & Silverdale (AONB), 
military sites, and a nuclear power plant. The current Local Plan for Lancaster District 
was adopted for 2011 – 2031 and contains the policies for sustainable settlements, rural 
villages and future growth development areas (“Local plan”, 2020).

Major motorways, local routes, railways and natural environments were mapped 
using the game map editor, which consists of asset paintbrushes. Manual editing is re-
quired to reference satellite images and OSM layers. The standard game checklist added 
Resource allocation for the game parameters and mobility requirements (Picture 5). Ad-
ditional building of assets is also possible in a range of 3D procedural modelling programs, 
which can be imported into the game using community resources or expansion pack 
materials. Realistic cities, such as Rochester and Pittsburgh, USA, have been realised,  

1	 See: https://heightmap.skydark.pl/
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demonstrating possibilities with additional build hours and skills (“Pittsburgh 1:1”, 2022). 
In another project, 3D Level of Detail (LOD, 2.5) buildings were created for the district, 
which could be imported and developed with textures for higher levels of realism but out-
side of the remit of study due to time constraints (Cureton & Hartley, 2023). Additional 
British modifications and housing typologies could also be utilised to increase degrees of 
realism and suitability (“Biffa’s British”, 2022).

Picture 4: Lancaster strategic policies and land allocation development plan and Cities: Skylines map tiles

Source: Cureton, 2024a

Picture 5: Lancaster South Map & Cities: Skylines in-game play

Source: authors’ screenshots from the game Cities: Skylines (Colossal Order, 2015)
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The start game area of the map was chosen as Lancaster University, which is nestled 
between the M6 and West Coast mainline railway and Lancaster Canal, which is central 
in the ‘Lancaster South Development Area’ (“Local plan”, 2020). Skylines requires the 
starting tile area, which was used for the detailed build-out south of the University, which 
is a sustainable settlement policy growth and employment area (SP2, SG2) in the adopted 
local plan at Galgate (“Local plan”, 2020). A planned broad settlement called Bailrigg Gar-
den Village (SG1, SG3), delivered by Homes England to the west of the campus, has had 
outline planning for around 5,000 homes and a junction link to the M6 road, which has 
been put on hold. The policy for the garden village seeks community involvement in the 
development, of which Cities: Skylines could play a role (“Bailrigg Garden Village”, n.d.). 
The authors used the policy principles and made reference to them during gameplay, as 
well as tested deviations from the policy. For example, for policy SG1, the following princi-
ples were considered a gameplay guide:

•	 The delivery of access into the Strategic Highways Network via a reconfiguration of 
Junction 33 of the M6 to the satisfaction of the strategic and local highways author-
ity.

•	 Improvements to the local road network as appropriate to address recognised ca-
pacity issues and issues of highway safety to the satisfaction of the local highways 
authority.

•	 Improvements to the public transport network, specifically the creation of a Bus 
Rapid Transit System linking South Lancaster to Lancaster City Centre, Morecambe 
and the Employment areas on the Heysham Peninsula to provide genuinely realistic 
alternatives to private vehicle use. 

•	 Improved cycling and walking linkages from South Lancaster to the north, towards 
Lancaster City Centre and to the south, towards Galgate. This will be through the 
creation of a Cycling and Walking Superhighway which will provide a safe and at-
tractive route for pedestrians and cyclists. Improvements will also be sought for im-
provements to walking and cycling links along the Lancaster Canal. 

•	 The delivery of sufficient education places at both a primary and secondary school 
level to the satisfaction of the local education authority.

•	 The delivery of new local centre(s) provision, which will include a range of local ser-
vices and community facilities in an accessible location for both new and existing 
residents in South Lancaster. 

•	 The provision of sufficient public open space to fully meet the amenity and recrea-
tional needs of the residents in the Garden Village (“Local plan”, 2020).

The content management system and indicators of the game provide clear progres-
sion and elements to build out the university campus; game mechanics rest on build-
ing out from road networks and parking lots, over pedestrian routes, and several city 
elements have to be incorporated, such as a fire station and hospital, in order simulate 
growth. There was often a divergence between the development plans and the game-
play. Transport networks often must be looped and do not reflect the real-world situation, 
which may operate on larger scales. The proposed M6 highway link in the garden village 
plan could be incorporated into the game, but there are limitations to the highway tools. 
Environmental impacts are limited and especially pertinent with a coastal habitat to the 
west and AONB to the east, to which the authors avoided growth. The game simulated 
a ‘happy’ campus community with distanced industrial zones and infrastructure facili-
ties. However, development potential was limited due to the transport corridors. Some ex-
isting real-world housing remained underutilised and abandoned in the game, such as a 
student housing block nestled against the West Coast mainline station, and heavy traffic 
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and congestion were featured on the main arterial route to campus and the M6 motor-
way link through Galgate. Interesting scenarios could be visualised, such as connecting 
the canal system and River Lune and a new train station for new mobilities outside of the 
current real-world system and policy considerations. The map and modification require 
further testing with a range of players to map the various scenario options and imaginar-
ies of players. Regional planning considerations are limited due to the game mechanics, 
but they could be an important area of investigation to stimulate inter-urban connectiv-
ity, growth and tourism on a larger scale as well as incorporate a broader range of actors 
(Harrison et al., 2022). The game is more suited to local development plans than regional 
ones at present. Finally, once players are satisfied with modelled scenarios, a modifica-
tion allows the export of the developed model as an OSM map via CimToGrapher for use 
in GIS software. Thus the ‘Black Box’ of the game system, provided ludic experiences, but 
devitations to the development policies regularly occurred. The possibilities of new urban 
forms and transport options outside the plan, such as a new train station, helped develop 
unconsidered options and delivered sustainable growth in the game.

Limitations
Henri Haimakainen, the game’s designer for Collosal Order, Paradox Interactive, 

discusses the system of Cities: Skylines II and states that the game has five levels of edu-
cational attainment featured and mapped to school building types. Education is linked 
to job progress and happiness. Citizens can become criminals depending on jobs and 
education in the new release; high crime probability is a featured indicator in the system 
design (Cities: Skylines, 2023). This reductive view of citizen agents can help with game 
management but is far removed from the complexities of real-world demographics, and 
when applied to the university campus area in this study, it is highly unrealistic. The 
simplified view of citizen behaviour indicates the reductive aspects of many real-world 
planning aspects due to the goal of playability. However, the game system manage-
ment and UI of both game releases are highly intuitive, with high-level overviews using 
a ‘chirper’ bot resembling social media and expandable and collapsable dashboard in-
dicators, utilising easily readable colour ramps and real-time situations, applied poli-
cies and governance aspects for the players. This UI and the game mechanics provide 
a critical pedagogical tool in the game’s planning and development system, with clear 
targets for progress, which is nonexistent in the range of UDT cases. The citizen-focused 
3D experiences of UDTs, dashboards, and interaction do not help viewers navigate and 
understand the range of proposals and scenarios being presented or reference existing 
planning documentation, which normally consists of heavy text documents and PDFs, 
which is often assumed apriori knowledge. To a degree, the range of UDT precedents 
provides some accessibility through game technology but does not explain the system 
of planning itself. Many of these planning-led UDTs could reflect Cities: Skylines, which 
is transparent in terms of the system of the game and contains a rich range of explana-
tions embedded in the game mechanics through the UI and bots. There is rich potential 
in analysing games such as Cities: Skylines to visualise urban informatics and introduce 
progressive game mechanics and transparent explanations. Notably, the building typol-
ogies present in the game could be added in some UDT cases, with 3D reality environ-
ments to present a range of scenarios for the public to sample preferable options and 
schemes through future co-designed workshops. Further work in the juxtaposition of 
real-world and game simulations requires playtesting for a range of demographics in 
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terms of usability and player experience for citizen engagement. Barriers to the acces-
sibility of the game are navigated by the extensive tutorials of the Chirper ‘Bot’. Interest 
in the CBG genre should not be an immediate barrier for usage in workshops, given the 
game has an estimated 10.45m owners since release, sixty-nine extension packs, with 
around fifty-seven thousand peak users at a time (SteamDB, n.d.). This future work also 
has the potential for replicability given the computing needs for the game are not in-
tense, given the game’s release in 2015.

Conclusion
The range of 3D GIS datasets, City Information Models and UDTs utilise various as-

pects of gaming technology, such as game engines or game-like interfaces and require 
unpacking to better understand how particular design decisions change the nature and 
focus of the experience. The increasing number of cases and applied UDTs for urban 
areas globally requires a tool for understanding these systems’ design and social-tech-
nical relations. The urban game continuum is a playable tool created to address this 
challenge with reference to a taxonomy of games and existing cases. This taxonomy is 
expandable and provides a benchmark for devising future systems. Games cannot repli-
cate the complete planning system, but with low engagement in the UK’s case, there is a 
need to consider how game design approaches could play an essential role in increasing 
public interaction within current planning processes through an explanation of the plan-
ning system itself.

In the case of the map for Cities: Skylines, the game experience contains embedded 
learning of the game system and its mechanics, whereas the sample of existing UDT cas-
es in the Urban Game Continuum is a one-directional information flow. Creating playable 
experiences with an embedded learning and progressive UIs could provide much higher-
level modes of citizen engagement, reflections, and redesigns of the real-world planning 
system via serious games. However, a different complex system is played over the real-
world NPPF system in the Cities: Skylines case. Ultimately, players are still utilising a range 
of pre-established game rules and dynamics, and there is a lack of opportunities to design 
an overall system in tandem with designers. 

Damjan Jovanovic’s (2021) Planet Garden, a terraform simulation game of non-linear 
systems in which players build and balance various sources for ‘worldmaking’ tested un-
derlying urban assumptions, allowing players to design the system for a range of future 
scenarios. While players cannot explore the ‘black box’ of Cities: Skylines as a system, un-
like Planet Garden, the extensive modification possibilities are useful, as are the pedagogic 
benefits, including players reflecting and thinking about networks, connections and rela-
tionships with each micro city building planning decision played, especially for sustain-
able transit networks. The reflectivity provided via gaming is an incredibly useful device to 
promote discourse around future environments rather than a one-way information source 
communicated via gaming technologies and interfaces. 

Providing opportunities and games to explore ‘problem landscapes’ and help play-
ers scaffold their worldbuilding is essential for planning engagement. In a period in which 
cyber-physical sensors and models that constitute urban digital twins are increasingly be-
ing sought to virtualise our urban environments, we must introduce the ludic and not just 
the games technology to simulate future space and life.
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ABSTRACT: 
This paper takes Yakuza 0, a retrospective prequel and standalone entry to the Yakuza 
digital game franchise from Japan, as a case study for disabled feminine bodies vis-à-vis 
their male counterparts in game narratives. Of note is Makimura Makoto, a downtrod-
den Chinese-Japanese woman experiencing post-traumatic psychogenic blindness, who 
serves as the unwitting kingpin of the yakuza’s schemes. This paper posits that a read-
ing of the game’s narrative (as supplemented by its gameplay mechanics) through the 
critical lens of disability studies offers a more affective and recuperative understanding 
of the game’s treatment of its marginalised characters. This paper first seeks to inter-
vene in the game’s embodied and gendered power dynamics by attending to the body 
politics of its fictitious criminal underworld. Correspondingly, this paper troubles the 
game’s presentation of disability as a gendered performance, wherein feminine bod-
ies disproportionately experience the material consequences and trauma of their dis-
abilities, framed as pivotal narrative movements that spur the game’s male protagonists 
forward. Ultimately, this paper works towards a more empathetic reading of Yakuza 0 
as a roadmap for how the franchise and digital games at large can address disability 
as a compounding, ever-evolving relational condition in addition to its physical and/or 
mental dimensions.
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body politics, digital games, disability studies, game studies, gender, narrative, Yakuza 0.
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Introduction: Welcome  
to Kamarochō

Few games achieve critical success and garner an international fanbase outside of 
their niche like the Yakuza (Sega NE R&D et al., 2005-2024) digital game franchise from 
Japan, also known as Ryu Ga Gotoku or Like a Dragon. The franchise, published by Sega 
from 2005 to the present-day, features sequential instalments and spinoffs, with its eighth 
main instalment slated for global release in January 2024. These games primarily take on 
the form of narrative-driven crime dramas set within the world of the eponymous yaku-
za, drawing from tropes associated with Japanese organised crime syndicates. Beyond 
heartrending portrayals of its beloved protagonists overcoming hardship, the franchise’s 
enduring popularity can also be attributed to its trademark sense of humour that borders 
on the bizarre.

Yakuza 0 (Ryu Ga Gotoku Studio, 2015), a retrospective prequel released in 2015, 
marked a turning point for the franchise by being its first game to achieve unprecedent-
ed international attention and sales (Sakamoto & Yokoyama, 2023, as cited in Takena-
ka, 2023). This instalment is particularly noteworthy for explicating the backstories of 
two main protagonists, Kiryu Kazuma and Majima Goro, and for its employment of dis-
ability as core experiences and motivations for these characters. Of note is the game’s  
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introduction of Makimura Makoto,1 a downtrodden Chinese-Japanese woman experienc-
ing post-traumatic psychogenic blindness, serving as the unwitting owner of the ‘Empty 
Lot’ – a contested lot of land required to complete the yakuza’s takeover of the fictitious 
Kamurochō district in Tokyo, Japan – who becomes targeted by clashing factions vying to 
seize its ownership from her.

This paper takes up Yakuza 0 as a case study for stereotypical representations of 
disability in digital games, with attention to its gendered dimensions. While a surface 
reading of Yakuza 0 may raise misgivings about its seemingly gauche reliance on disa-
bility as character development and plot devices, this paper posits that a reading of the 
game’s narrative (as supplemented by its gameplay mechanics) through the critical lens 
of disability studies and queer game studies offers a more affective and recuperative un-
derstanding of the game’s marginalised characters that empowers players to recognise 
disability as a compounding, ever-evolving relational condition beyond its physical and 
mental dimensions.

This paper seeks to intervene in the embodied and gendered power dynamics that 
govern the world of Yakuza 0, by first attending to the body politics of the yakuza to es-
tablish how bodily harm and disability are premediated, inflicted conditions rather than 
individualised and medicalised conditions, divorced from their social context. Following 
this contextual groundwork, the paper then delves into an analysis of disability as a gen-
dered performance in Yakuza 0, and how reading the game’s narrative through the lens 
of disability studies can offer a more recuperative reading of the game that facilitates a 
more empathetic and sensitive understanding of disability. Finally, the paper considers 
the sprawling, heterogenous gameplay of Yakuza 0 that complements its main narrative, 
and how queer game studies can help to elucidate the ways in which the game’s structure 
is well-suited to a nuanced and multi-faceted presentation of disability.

The Body Politics  
of the Yakuza:  
Dominance and Piety

All I was told was to kill a Makimura Makoto. Didn’t know it was a blind girl. But I ain’t 
the only one gunnin’ for ya. Just who the hell are you?

–Majima, Yakuza 0

Majima’s bewildered response to finding out that his assassination target is a blind 
girl – ostensibly unrelated to the criminal underworld – rather than a fellow mobster run-
ning an underground prostitution ring marks the unfolding of Yakuza 0’s central narra-
tive. This red herring reveals the main principle underpinning the yakuza’s operations: that 
bodies and lives are disposable insofar as they allow the yakuza to achieve their ultimate 
goals. Despite Majima’s desperation to successfully carry out his assigned hit as the pre-
condition to rescind his expulsion from the Tojo Clan, he recognises the moral quandary 
of unquestioningly assassinating a defenceless girl who is herself clueless as to why she 
is being targeted.

1	 Remark by the author: This paper follows in-game naming conventions whereby Kiryu and Majima are 
referred to by their last names, while Makoto is referred to by her first name.
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A disability-centric reading of Yakuza 0 must first begin with a robust analysis of 
its in-game world that is governed by a body politics distinct from that of civil society. 
The game presents two fundamental principles that undergird the yakuza’s body politics. 
First, its subordinates are expected to demonstrate absolute subservience to their supe-
riors. Second, deviance is punished by inflicting bodily harm upon the offender to uphold 
the organisation’s status quo and ensure future compliance.

This expectation of absolute subservience operates within the broader definition of a 
body politics as “a web of power relations that situate, saturate, and constitute bodies dif-
ferentially” (Coole, 2013, p. 167). In recognising how bodies as physical markers of differ-
ential experiences and treatments are correspondingly oriented within the specific power 
relations that they are bound to, the body then holds high stakes as potential agents for 
resistance or transgression within fields such as disability studies (Coole, 2013). If we are 
to understand a body politics to be an interwoven web with a fixed hierarchy that assigns 
particular roles to its members, then the ontological question of what constitutes a body 
within the power relations of Yakuza 0 is best answered through a careful examination of 
its characters’ subordinated bodies.

In its opening sequence, Yakuza 0 first establishes subservience as incontrovert-
ible fact for all yakuza members. The characters sport quintessential full-body tattoos, a 
long-standing tradition that identify them as yakuza members (Jacob, 2021). Just as their 
tattoos serve as voluntary markers of their allegiance to the yakuza’s body politics, their 
bodies themselves are essentialised as subservient tools. For instance, Kuze, introduced 
as a key antagonist, must perform yubitsume – a yakuza stereotype in which a fingertip 
is cut off as a formal apology to a superior (Jacob, 2021) – as repentance for defying his 
superior and to reaffirm his loyalty to the organisation. Through Kuze, the game reifies 
the yakuza’s body politics as one that directly disciplines its subordinates’ bodies: should 
the body step out of line, it is corrected through physical punishment to ensure contin-
ued obedience and deter further wrongdoing. Here, deviance is viewed as a body failing 
to function as intended, that is, a subservient tool in service of the yakuza’s goals, and 
must be corrected accordingly. Most significantly, this is an ethos that members are ex-
pected to uphold themselves, for Kuze is reminded of how “[he] love[s] this accountability 
shit” (Ryu Ga Gotoku Studio, 2015) before he cuts off his pinky finger in chapter 1. In this 
manner, yakuza members often initiate their own disciplinary punishment, and enable the 
yakuza’s body politics, structured as a web of power relations, to operate smoothly with 
minimal coercion required.

A more extreme example of bodily harm being inflicted as punishment is exemplified 
by Majima, whose backstory reveals that he lost his left eye due to a year of continuous 
torture in a yakuza detention facility as punishment for insubordination. Although Majima 
is eventually released, he becomes permanently blind in his left eye and remains hostage 
to the yakuza, forced to operate a yakuza-owned cabaret as he endlessly works to regain 
their good graces. Even as he is freed from his literal imprisonment, he remains figurative-
ly imprisoned in Sōtenbori (a fictional district located in Osaka, Japan), where his move-
ments are constantly surveilled by the yakuza’s lackeys to ensure his full compliance in 
running the cabaret and to deter his possible defection (chapter 4).

These examples thus demonstrate the strict hierarchy of the yakuza’s body politics 
that demands absolute subservience from its members. Should they fall short of expecta-
tions, dominance over their bodies is reinstated through inflicting bodily harm upon them, 
resulting in permanent physical disfiguration and/or disability. The game then necessarily 
complicates conventional understandings of disability – rather than conceptualising dis-
ability as medicalised conditions, disability within the yakuza’s body politics is a state that 
is deliberately inflicted upon an individual to maintain order.
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Following this exposition on the core body politics in Yakuza 0 as one that sustains its 
own web of power relations through physical violence, I now briefly turn to Makoto, whose 
unique position as victim-turned-target of the yakuza’s schemes further illustrates dis-
ability as an inflicted condition within the game. Unlike Majima, Makoto suffers from post-
traumatic psychogenic blindness. Her blindness is notably a post-traumatic response 
to having been kidnapped and sold into a Korean mafia’s sex trafficking ring (chapter 7). 
While her disability is not a direct consequence of the physical harm inflicted upon her, 
it is crucial to note that the yakuza’s victims are held to similar expectations of absolute 
subservience. Makoto, made powerless in the face of overwhelming power, was physically 
and mentally abused in service of illicit profit, thus creating the traumatic conditions for 
her disability to develop.

With this understanding of the yakuza’s body politics as being one that complicates 
typical notions of disability and self-determination, reading disability in Yakuza 0 requires 
acknowledgement of the ways in which disability as an inflicted condition can be inter-
preted as being a calculated, Foucauldian technique of power, inscribed upon the body to 
control their behaviour and guarantee their deference (Foucault, 1977, as cited in Coole, 
2013). Most importantly, attending to representations of disability in Yakuza 0 presuppos-
es the player’s compliance with these in-game parameters of the yakuza’s body politics as 
‘rule-bound systems’ that define the range of choices and experiences made available to 
them (Domsch, 2013).

Disability as a Gendered 
Performance: Towards  
a Recuperative Reading

Having established disability as a part of a web of power relations within a body poli-
tics that is bound to Yakuza 0’s game world, I proceed to interrogate disability in the game 
as a gendered performance, wherein feminine bodies disproportionately experience the 
material consequences and trauma of their disabilities, framed as pivotal narrative move-
ments that spur the male protagonists onwards towards their own goals. I specifically bor-
row from critical disability studies to advance a reading of the male protagonists as com-
plementary to Makoto’s reclamation of her agency, thereby empowering her even within 
an in-game body politics that actively seeks to subjugate her.

A brief recapitulation of the characters’ disabilities immediately reveals asym-
metrical gendered experiences of disability. Although Majima and Makoto are blinded 
through similar circumstances involving forced captivity and physical abuse, it is Maji-
ma who emerges as the triumphant, resilient protagonist, while Makoto’s disability aug-
ments her victimhood by further subjecting her to the yakuza’s whims, who prey on her 
blindness as being advantageous for capturing and killing her. Yet, for the men of Yakuza 
0, disability is but a mere occupational hazard that causes minimal disruption to their 
lives. It is apt at this juncture to reference “vulnerability as an ontological condition” 
(Weiss, 2018, p. 30) that is associated with historical assumptions of women as being 
weak while men are typically assigned invulnerability. If we are to understand that “not 
all bodies are equally vulnerable” (Weiss, 2018, p. 29), Yakuza 0’s gendered presentation 
of disability correspondingly highlights the inequalities within the characters’ experi-
ences of vulnerability.



ACTA  LUDOLOGICA

Yakuza 0’s introduction of Makoto is also paired with new gameplay mechanics that 
spotlight her disability. The player, playing as Majima, is tasked with escort missions that 
involve guiding Makoto through several streets to escape the yakuza mobs chasing the 
pair. When encountering mobs that attempt to abduct Makoto, the player must ensure 
that they fight them off before they reach her, as shown in Picture 1. Should an enemy 
manage to grab Makoto, her stamina bar depletes, and fully depleting her stamina bar 
results in immediate failure of the mission.

Picture 1: A screen capture of Yakuza 0’s escort mission in chapter 4, depicting the player as Majima engaged in combat 

with an enemy mob while defending Makoto, who is denoted by the orange stamina bar above her head

Source: author’s screenshot from the game Yakuza 0 (Ryu Ga Gotoku Studio, 2015)

The player is further challenged by a decrease in Majima’s movement speed while 
escorting Makoto (accounting for her slower movements as a blind person), adding an 
additional layer of difficulty in evading the attention of incoming mobs. This gameplay 
mechanic, premised upon Makoto’s disability, serves to immerse the player in Majima’s 
frustration from attempting to escape while restricted in his movements to ensure  
Makoto’s safety. In this way, Makoto’s disability is utilised to temporarily impede the play-
er’s progress. Yet, Majima, as a similarly disabled individual, is positioned as Makoto’s pro-
tector, who, unlike Makoto, is near-invincible with a larger health bar that depletes much 
more slowly and can be continually restored as needed with healing items in the player’s 
possession. Through this mission, the game presents a gendered performance of disabil-
ity, wherein Makoto’s blindness renders her a stereotypical damsel in distress with Majima 
as her saviour. Makoto’s gender therefore doubly casts her as a victim in the game’s nar-
rative thus far – she is both a pitiable survivor of a sex trafficking ring and a defenceless 
target for the yakuza.

This game mechanic, although dubious in its implications, is arguably crucial in foster-
ing a sense of player identification with Yakuza 0’s protagonists. Digital games, as interactive 
environments, necessarily cultivate moments in which players do not recognise playable pro-
tagonists as entities separate from themselves, and instead “experience a merging of their 
own self and the game protagonist” (Klimmt et al., 2009, p. 354). The escort mission, hav-
ing laid the foundation for this player identification to take place, thereby invites the player 
to share the compassion of Yakuza 0’s protagonists as the game progresses. Inasmuch as 
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players are necessarily assigned a role in digital games (in the case of Yakuza 0, players al-
ternate between playing as Kiryu or Majima), they become active participants, rather than 
passive observers, in game narratives (Vorderer, 2000, as cited in Klimmt et al., 2009).

By the same token, Yakuza 0’s evocation of player identification enables a recupera-
tive reading of Makoto’s outward vulnerability, mediated by the game’s male protagonists 
who commit themselves to advocating for her right to live with full bodily autonomy and 
without fear of persecution. Players, having identified themselves with the male protago-
nists, are consequently more receptive to the game narrative’s shift towards reconciling 
the gendered, unequal vulnerabilities of its characters. Following through to the game’s 
finale, I now attend to a more recuperative reading of Makoto within an in-game body poli-
tics that actively disempowers her. Kiryu and Majima’s relationships with Makoto begin 
with their own interests at heart – for Kiryu, the title deed to the ‘Empty Lot’ is required to 
clear his name after having been framed for murder, while Majima is under orders to as-
sassinate Makoto. Notwithstanding these initial motivations, both Kiryu and Majima later 
become aligned in their shared desire to not just prevent Makoto from being killed, but 
also to uplift her such that she is able to live a life of autonomy and dignity.

The optics of Makoto being reliant on these male protagonists for her survival may 
outwardly be read as pity from the protagonists, who then protect her out of obligation. 
Nonetheless, analysing Makoto through the lens of critical disability studies uncovers a 
more sensitive reading of the ways in which the characters extend care and concern to 
each other that do not rely on tropes of gender and/or disability. Considering that the 
earlier discussion on the game’s body politics has established that the game portrays dis-
ability as a “social and stigmatised condition” in addition to its physical and mental di-
mensions (Goffman, 1963, as cited in Gerschick, 2000, p. 1264), disability as a gendered 
performance becomes a destabilising force when the characters’ various stigmatised 
identities converge (Gerschick, 2000). Even as Makoto’s gender and disability operate 
as converging forces that compound her vulnerability, Majima’s polyvalent identities as 
a disabled man, albeit physically fit and proficient in combat, and former yakuza mem-
ber allow him to act independently on the outside of the organisation to enact justice on  
Makoto’s behalf. The game therefore mediates its treatment of disability as a gendered 
performance by demonstrating how these gendered disparities can destabilise even its 
own assumptions of disability as a social condition that selectively victimises its charac-
ters with no recourse.

Reading disability as an inherently affective experience that remains in flux likewise of-
fers fresh insights into the characters’ dynamics. To have a disability is to “work against a 
normative ableist culture that pursues its happiness through a celebration of individuated 
autonomy” (Goodley et al., 2018, p. 211), and this becomes especially evident in reading  
Makoto’s trajectory throughout Yakuza 0 as one in which she continually attempts to be self-
reliant, even throughout the persecution she endures. Yet, to strive for able-bodied ideals of 
autonomy and independence risks emotional distress when disabled individuals inevitably 
fail to live up to them (Goodley et al., 2018). Indeed, Makoto suffers dire consequences in at-
tempting to negotiate a deal with the yakuza to hand over her title deed - her demands are 
laughed off and she is shot by the yakuza. As she lays gravely wounded while apologising to 
Majima, she tearfully laments her naivete and inability to exercise her own agency, instead 
creating more trouble for him (chapter 16). In this climactic moment, the game further expli-
cates a body’s capacities as being “contextual and relational” (Goodley et al., 2018, p. 212), 
wherein Makoto’s inability to outwit the yakuza was not by virtue of any inherent lack of ca-
pability due to her disability, but rather that she was striving towards a violent “fantasy of 
autonomy” (Weiss, 2018, p. 28), premised upon unrealistic able-bodied standards of strength 
that would have allowed her to stand on equal footing with the yakuza’s overwhelming power.
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Most significantly, understanding disability to be a necessarily mutual affective ex-
perience (Goodley et al., 2018) is crucial to appreciating the protagonists’ motivations vis-
à-vis Makoto. For Kiryu and Majima, their concern for Makoto goes beyond mere sympathy 
for a helpless blind girl being unfairly targeted by the yakuza. Rather, they are personally 
moved by her experience of disability as a culmination of the trauma she has experienced, 
and actively fight to assert her right to live an autonomous and dignified life as a matter 
of principle. Kiryu’s vow to protect Makoto at all costs (chapter 14) is rooted in his desire 
to empower her to reclaim her autonomy amidst her tumultuous circumstances – he tells 
Makoto that “[he] can get [her] as far as the starting line” in being free to choose whether 
to continue wallowing in her grief or to try to move forward in life (chapter 13). Critically, 
Kiryu is not prescriptive in his choice to protect Makoto, and affirms her right to live as 
she wishes, even if it means not adhering to able-bodied notions of recovery. Likewise 
for Majima, his dogged pursuit of the yakuza to prevent them from assassinating Makoto 
stems from his sense of responsibility for “lettin’ her live a real life” as a person and “not 
as scraps for the beasts” (chapter 11). In their unflinching commitment to Makoto’s right 
to agency, Kiryu and Majima are galvanised into leveraging their own bodies to protect her, 
thus affirming their shared vulnerabilities (Weiss, 2018), overcome only by choosing to act 
in service of each other’s best interests.

Kiryu and Majima’s advocacy for Makoto go beyond lip service: they put their bodies 
and lives on the line while fighting off the yakuza on her behalf, thus supporting Makoto 
in ways that she is physically unable to do so herself. Although extreme in nature, their 
absolute commitment in extending their assistance and care to Makoto leans into disabil-
ity studies frameworks that advance a concept of relational autonomy, wherein “neither 
autonomy nor care is privileged, but both are placed in service of the other” (Davy, 2019, 
p. 102). Inasmuch as Makoto’s disability is shown to impede her autonomy, Kiryu and  
Majima’s care empowers her to reclaim her agency through this notion of relational auton-
omy that affirms her individuality and personhood: Makoto’s decisions and preferences 
are respected by the protagonists and are articulable, even if they are sometimes articu-
lated on her behalf (Davy, 2019). Kiryu and Majima’s actions ultimately lend themselves 
to a recuperative reading of disability in Yakuza 0 because they help her to negotiate her 
hostile environments and “interven[e] in the social world to make it more accommodat-
ing” of her disability and needs (Davy, 2019, p. 109). Makoto’s disability, then, goes be-
yond its supposed role as a plot device, and instead serves as a vehicle for a compelling 
portrayal of how we may extend care towards individuals with disabilities in ways that not 
only ensure their survival in an able-bodied world, but also promise a dignified life that is 
worth living.

The effects of this care from Kiryu and Majima are evident in Makoto even before 
the game’s conclusion. She regains a little bit of her eyesight – enabling her to distinguish 
light from darkness – after receiving Majima’s care, thus emboldening her to negotiate 
with the yakuza by herself (chapter 16). She is later shown in the game’s epilogue to have 
seemingly made a full physical and mental recovery, though she is now unable to recog-
nise Majima by sight alone, having only identified him through his voice while her vision 
was impaired. Makoto’s recovery, owing to the relational care that Kiryu and Majima ex-
tended to her, thus resists understandings of disability as individualised conditions that 
occur in isolation and remain unaffected by the social circumstances surrounding them. 
Crucially, Majima chooses not to verbally respond to her so that she will not recognise him 
as her saviour. Beyond upholding his earlier commitment to her right to live a dignified 
life, Majima allows her to move forward in her life without any expectation of gratitude or 
recognition in return. His bittersweet decision encompasses the essence of relational au-
tonomy, in which he walks the fine line between the “equally important normative poles of 
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relationality and autonomy, support and individuality” (Davy, 2019, p. 110). He ultimately 
chooses to reject re-establishing a connection with Makoto so that she can be free to live 
her life without any remaining ties to a member of the yakuza and to her traumatic past, at 
the expense of his own wish to remain a part of her life.

Finally, the delivery of this message is made doubly effective when we consider that 
the process of player identification has already taken place early in the game. Yakuza 0’s 
presentation of disability as a relational condition that calls upon its characters to exer-
cise care and empathy is not just passively impressed upon the player. Rather, the player, 
playing as Kiryu and Majima, necessarily internalises their attitudes and conduct towards 
Makoto throughout their process of play. For players to maximise their enjoyment of the 
game, they must immerse themselves fully in Kiryu and Majima’s worldviews and are ac-
cordingly steered towards a more sensitive understanding of Makoto as they, too, extend 
their care towards her while in the protagonists’ shoes. Player identification in Yakuza 0 
can therefore be interpreted as an enabling feature that fosters a genuine sense of empa-
thy and understanding for the complexities of disability as a real-life condition, thereby 
countering its presumed role as a simplistic plot device.

Substories 1-100: Of Disco 
Queens and Cabaret Clubs

I pivot briefly to the sprawling world of Yakuza 0’s eclectic mini games and side 
quests2 that demands significant player attention, to the extent that the game narrative 
itself only comprises a small portion of Yakuza 0’s total possible playtime. Like the rest of 
the franchise, Yakuza 0 balances out its narrative’s serious tone with copious amounts of 
light-hearted gameplay, accessible even in-between critical narrative beats. As the player 
wanders the streets of Kamurochō and Sōtenbori, they may choose to detour into mini 
games including a disco rhythm game, karaoke, and a cabaret club management simula-
tor, or are accosted by random encounters with non-playable characters that trigger new 
substories. These substories are overwhelmingly comedic in nature, featuring scenarios 
such as having to infiltrate a phony cult (substory 54) or defeating Miracle Johnson (a ref-
erence to Michael Jackson) in a dance battle (substory 23). Most importantly, there is no 
sense of need or urgency for the player to see the narrative through to its conclusion since 
the game refrains from dictating how players choose to spend their time.

If we consider Yakuza 0’s narrative, largely presented through cut scenes that in-
terrupt this gameplay, as being secondary to and distinct from gameplay itself (Domsch, 
2013), then we must attend to the very medium of the digital game as being a “fundamen-
tally queer narrative” (Chess, 2016, p. 84). Digital games, read through the lens of queer 
game narrative theory, necessarily utilise narrative middle spaces to generate multiple 
moments of pleasure that go against the grain of working towards a singular plot climax 
(Chess, 2016). This rings especially true in Yakuza 0 and the Yakuza franchise as a whole, 
in which detours from the main narrative are deliberate and even encouraged, to the ex-
tent that players may temporarily lose sight of the game’s narrative (Domsch, 2013). Here-
in lies the queer potential of digital games, especially one like Yakuza 0 tackling issues of 
disability and the right to self-determination, where pleasure is not derived from the de-
cisive resolution of the narrative, but rather, from the very process of play (Chess, 2016).  

2	 Remark by the author: Hereafter referred to as ‘substories’ as per in-game titling conventions.
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This queer potential therefore makes Yakuza 0 exceptionally hospitable to this paper’s re-
cuperative reading of disability within the game as a compounding, ever-evolving relational 
conditional that generates care and empathy, further enabled by the game’s queer struc-
ture that effectively defocalises the narrative. Yakuza 0’s very gameplay necessarily resists 
reductive readings of disability in the game as mere plot device in service of a singular, cli-
mactic pleasure. When the player does return to the game’s narrative, having had their fill 
of the myriad wacky hijinks Yakuza 0 has to offer, it is out of genuine care and curiosity for 
Makoto’s story, rather than an obligation to in-game demands. 

Conclusion: The Dragon 
of Dojima

We write in other people’s blood. That’s the yakuza way. And I aim to pen my title 
in yours.

–Shibusawa, Yakuza 0

Yakuza 0’s narrative reaches its dramatic conclusion when Kiryu confronts  
Shibusawa, who is revealed to be the ringleader behind the relentless assaults on  
Makoto. With a comatose Makoto in a wheelchair to the side, held hostage again for the 
title deed, the stakes of this final fight are clearly grounded in the yakuza’s body politics, as 
Shibusawa asserts his right to kill indiscriminately to achieve his goal to inscribe a legacy 
for himself. Kiryu pre-emptively rejects this reasoning, telling him to “write it in [his] own 
blood, not others” (Ryu Ga Gotoku Studio, 2015, chapter 17). When Kiryu finally bests him 
in battle, his victory is an ideological triumph for both himself and the game’s narrative, 
which fundamentally decrees that people like Makoto are owed the right to live dignified 
lives without being exploited for the yakuza’s personal gain. In not wavering from his re-
solve, Kiryu – portrayed here as a junior yakuza with only a half-finished dragon tattoo on 
his back – rises through the ranks through this win to become the fully-fledged yakuza 
legend (i.e., the Dragon of Dojima) that Shibusawa strove towards using unscrupulous 
means. Subsequently, Kiryu, like Majima earlier choosing not to kill the hired assassin who 
shot Makoto, chooses not to kill Shibusawa, thereby breaking free from the cycle of re-
venge and violence that has burdened Makoto throughout the narrative (chapter 17).

This paper has endeavoured to put forward a reading of disability in Yakuza 0 that 
borrows from both critical disability studies and queer game studies to advance a holis-
tic understanding of disability as a relational condition that remains perpetually in flux, 
shaped by its surrounding social forces, and mediated by interpersonal care. This inter-
pretation acknowledges that this is perhaps not Yakuza 0’s original intention as a prequel 
focused on Kiryu and Majima’s back stories, but nevertheless argues that this interpreta-
tion is made possible through the game’s own narrative and gameplay mechanics. There 
are, of course, limitations to reading a Japanese game, localised for a Western audience, 
using Anglophone theoretical frameworks. Inasmuch as the Yakuza franchise deals with 
complex themes that merit further consideration, the reality of the franchise is that it is 
one developed with a specific audience in mind – the Japanese, cisheterosexual male play-
er (Nagoshi, 2016, as cited in Sato, 2016) – and consciously resists taking input from its 
overseas players (Sakamoto & Yokoyama, 2023, as cited in Takenaka, 2023) and growing 
female fanbase (Nagoshi, 2016, as cited in Sato, 2016). Where the Yakuza franchise suc-
ceeds in compassionate portrayals of its male protagonists that resist stereotypes of toxic  
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masculinity (Maher, 2022), it fails to extend the same nuance to its female characters,  
who are either side-lined at best or heavily sexualised for male gratification, as is the case 
with non-playable female characters who are modelled after real life Japanese Adult Video 
actresses (Ashcraft, 2010). Conversely, where the franchise fails in its uneven treatment 
of gender, it is self-conscious in retrospectively making amends for past missteps, such as 
their editorial decision to remove a series of transphobic substories in the remastered ver-
sion of Yakuza 3 (Sega CS1 R&D, 2019) (Doherty, 2019). The Yakuza franchise, now looking 
towards the future, intends to continue grappling with difficult themes: trailers for Like a 
Dragon: Infinite Wealth (Ryu Ga Gotoku Studio, 2024), the franchise’s eighth main instal-
ment, reveal an aged Kiryu battling a grim cancer diagnosis (Swanson, 2023).

These contradictions will continue to persist in the Yakuza franchise, partly owing 
to the fundamentally queer structure of the digital game medium that lends itself to un-
expected readings of the games’ narratives. As is the case in Yakuza 0, players are free to 
inhabit the sprawling worlds of the franchise and its multiplicity of pleasurable moments 
to discover “formative and otherwise undiscovered modes of play which inspire more 
ethically-conscious behaviours” within them (Schänzel et al., 2022, p. 63). Ultimately, this 
paper echoes the call to action for both digital game developers and scholars to closely 
attend to the queer potential of digital games (Chess, 2016) – encompassing their narra-
tive modes, play mechanics, and structures – as a roadmap for creating and interpreting 
games in ways that resist heteronormative (and in Yakuza 0’s case, ableist) hegemonies.
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ABSTRACT: 
The study research phenomenon of trophies in digital games. It starts from the analysis of 
the trophy hunter and trophy community constructs. The phenomenon of collecting tro-
phies in digital games and its impact on gamers, but also on the gaming experience, is re-
searched. The trophy concept is a paradox because it simultaneously creates gamers who 
choose games according to the difficulty of the trophy, and play games they do not like 
because of the easiness of the trophy. The aim of the paper is to investigate, present and 
analyse the phenomenon of trophies in digital games from cultural, anthropological, and 
marketing aspects. Collecting trophies was observed in the context of the phenomenon of 
narcissistic culture according to Lasch’s theory. Also, the study draws a parallel between 
the phenomenon of trophies as a reward for gamers, but also the development of niche 
marketing. Trophy hunters represent a more detailed segmentation of consumers who 
we understand as brand ambassadors for digital games. Also, trophy hunters encourage 
each other to collect trophies and thus shape gamers. To obtain a precise insight into the 
phenomenon of trophies and trophy subculture, the method of virtual ethnography was 
used. 
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Introduction
We are all fascinated by the mirror. (Holmes, 2003, p. 7)

If it is true that we play digital games for pleasure, fun and beauty, the question aris-
es why some play games that do not provide them with pleasure, fun or beauty? Is it a job 
or a habit? If gamers play digital games and do not enjoy it, but only routinely play, does 
this mean that fun and enjoyment turn into work? Is there a flow (Miškov, 2021) at that 
moment or has collecting trophies become more important than the game itself? Is col-
lecting digital game trophies a form of gaming? What if trophy hunting became fun and 
enjoyment, a game within a game?

The digital game as a cultural phenomenon (Rokošný, 2018) goes beyond subcul-
ture and turns into the culture of modern society. In this sense, we can understand digital 
games as a reality (Kłosiński, 2018) that is projected in the form of symbols (Baudrillard, 
2017). Observing such digital reality as one of the forms of human essence, the question 
arises: can we observe trophies in the context of digital values? These are not educational 
values (Vuk-Pavlović, 2016) that we find in digital games such as ethical (Magová, 2020; 
Ntelia, 2022) and family games (Jukić, 2021, 2023), but rather added values in a segment-
ed gaming community. In other words, we can view trophies in the context of achieve-
ment, narcissism (Lasch, 1986) and promotion (Solomon et al., 2009).

The topic of this study will try to answer the questions that are in the subtext of gaming: 
the phenomenon of trophies in digital games. The phenomenon of trophies is observed in 
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accordance with phenomenological research (Frykman & Gilje, 2003). In this sense we start 
from the research question on what trophies represent to gamers. From this comes the analy-
sis of the trophy hunter construct, which creates a kind of paradox because trophy communi-
ties create a segmented group of users who play games for trophies, regardless of whether 
they like the games or not. This means that this study begins with two key paradigms: the an-
thropological understanding of digital games and trophy hunters, but also the marketing un-
derstanding of trophy hunters as brand ambassadors of digital games and trophy consumers.

Theoretical Approach
The key starting point for studying the phenomenon of trophies and trophy hunters 

is the understanding of two concepts: reference group (Evans et al., 2006; Kesić, 2006) 
and narcissistic culture (Lasch, 1986). A reference group is an actual or imaginary group 
conceived of having significant relevance upon an individual’s behaviour (Solomon et al., 
2009). Some of the most important characteristics of consumer behaviour are group 
influences that are the basis for adopting attitudes and beliefs. The concept of narcis-
sistic culture was observed according to critical theory (Katunarić, 1990; Kellner, 2004;  
Therborn, 2011), i.e. the understanding that the entire mass culture is part of a certain ide-
ology. Such a phenomenon, the digital trophy, should be viewed from several perspectives 
to better understand and analyse it.

It should be noted that in this study narcissism was observed from a sociological-
cultural aspect, where the psychological dimension is understood in the context of self-
esteem, image, and the illusion of an ideal idea. This means that such a form of narcissism 
becomes socially conditioned and normal in postmodern times, where it is not considered 
a psychological deviation, but a paradox and a form of adaptation (Matjašević, 2016). Pre-
cisely in such a context, trophy hunters are looking for an audience that admires them and 
their freedom of choice does not give them the freedom to be alone. More simply, narcis-
sism becomes a metaphor for today’s society.

Reference Group in Marketing
The context in which we will observe the phenomenon of trophies refers to the con-

cept of beliefs and attitudes (Myers, 2012). According to Blythhe (2008), attitude can be 
defined as a learned tendency to respond to an object in a consistently favourable or un-
favourable way. One of the most enduring approaches to attitudes is the proposition that 
an attitude has three components: cognitive, affective, and conative (Evans et al., 2006).

The behaviour of gamers depends on the behaviour of other people, and it is a con-
stantly changing process. A group is two or more persons who share a set of norms and 
whose relationship makes their behaviour interdependent (Blythe, 2008). Such behav-
iour of reference groups is influenced by subjective and objective categories (Hoyer & 
Maclnnis, 2010). In this sense, the members of the reference group learn the norms and 
values of their group and condition the roles that follow the existing behaviour.

This means that if an individual has not played a digital game, they are likely to look 
for it in a reference group, i.e. an online forum. As such, the reference group has an ex-
tremely strong influence on changing consumer attitudes towards digital games. Accord-
ing to Myers (2012), we are the most persuaded by people in our reference groups.
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A virtual community of consumption is a collection of people whose online interac-
tions are based upon shared enthusiasm for and knowledge of a specific consumption 
activity (Solomon et al, 2009). From a marketing point of view, virtual communities are 
still a new phenomenon that has a significant impact on consumer behaviour. Some of the 
most important determinants of consumer behaviour are certainly group influences that 
serve as a foothold when adopting attitudes, beliefs, and models of consumer behaviour. 
The group to which an individual belongs or aspires to belong has the strongest influence 
on attitude change (Kesić, 2006).

The way we behave in a certain situation is often influenced by how important one 
value is to us compared to others (Hoyer & Maclnnis, 2010). It is crucial to emphasize 
that beliefs represent what consumers think and know about digital games. In the broader 
sense of the word, the values of the reference group (online forum) can be seen as charac-
teristics of culture. Gaming culture is created in correlation with ideology (game studies), 
technology (informatics development) and reference groups (gamers).

This means that gaming culture is an adaptive process that changes, as confirmed 
by numerous digital games through the emergence of new genres, ways of playing (Buček 
& Kobetičová, 2020; Foxman, 2020) and new theories (Andrade & Medeiros, 2018;  
Slezáková, 2018; Mago, 2018; Farkaš, 2018; Balážiková, 2019; Boszorád, 2020; Yi, 2020; 
Dupont & Malliet, 2021; Terrasa-Torres, 2021; Jukić, 2022; Kvetanová, 2023). However, 
gaming culture is transmitted, and the influence of socialization is important when form-
ing and shaping attitudes and beliefs about digital games. Also, it is important to note that 
values start from impressions, therefore, they are subjective categories that are subject 
to emotional interpretation, and beliefs allude to knowledge about brands, which are also 
built on perception, image, and identity.

Narcissistic Culture  
and Marketing

Another concept that is related to the study of the phenomenon of digital game tro-
phies is related to the concept of narcissistic culture. The term narcissism can be used 
in several different ways (Holmes, 2003). In the broadest sense of the word, it means a 
person who is preoccupied with himself and who always puts himself first. This is implicit 
in the concept of narcissism because psychoanalysis interprets how acceptable it is to be 
self-oriented (Kohut, 1990), i.e. interprets development and regression in the area of self-
aggrandizement. The psychoanalytic understanding of narcissism warns us that we have 
repressed remnants of narcissism that have not been rejected but have been partially 
transcended in favour of the satisfaction of object relations (Holmes, 2003). According 
to Holmes (2003), the narcissistic self contains three layers of feeling: external denial of 
dependence and consequent self-admiration. Underneath that lies strong anger and envy, 
and at the root of it all is a frustrated desire for attention.

We observe the concept of narcissistic culture in the context of critical theo-
ry (Kritische Theorie). Critical theory does not want to make materialism acceptable  
(Therborn, 2011), but to bring it to self-awareness. In this sense, critical theory starts from 
the understanding of man as a subject of society (Horkheimer, 1982). The attitude of criti-
cal theory stems from the understanding that the entire mass culture is ideologically col-
oured (Kellner, 2004). According to Horkheimer and Adorno (1989) critical theory must 
not have a structure that is formal because that would mean that people have separated 
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themselves into abstract categories. The dialectic of the Enlightenment starts from a ra-
tional subject who deceives nature and other people (Katunarić, 1990). In other words, the 
subject is alienated, and culture is seen as a commodity to be sold.

Narcissistic culture is a term that observes the phenomenon of narcissism from 
cultural and sociological aspects. According to Lasch (1986), each time carries with it 
a pathology that arises from the current state of society. What is metaphorically related 
to the psychoanalytic concept of narcissism refers to the social symptom of a culture of 
consumption and image building. It is the so-called the passion of living for the moment. 
According to Lasch (1986) the symptom of modern people is an inner emptiness that they 
try to fill with trivial content, and man in his vanity tries to present himself as better than 
he is. In this sense, postmodern man develops an image cult (Lasch, 1986) and becomes 
a modern Narcissus.

The combination of narcissism and media culture developed in parallel. On the one 
hand, the digital world has enabled users to create their own identity and image, while on 
the other hand, the same digital world has complicated the recognition of moral, educa-
tional, and historical values (Radošinská, 2018; Magová, 2020; Jukić, 2021, 2023). Culture 
is reproduced through the media (Lasch, 1986), on which the modern consumer becomes 
dependent. Such a world is like a society of spectacles (Debord, 1999) which is subordi-
nated to digital media, and the frequent use of such images destroys the sense of reality.

Also, according to Lipovetsky (2008), a society dominated by material focus and 
hyperconsumption is doomed to a feeling of alienation and emptiness. In such an under-
standing of critical theory, consumer and narcissistic society, consumption takes over the 
individual’s identity. It is precisely in this sense that the concept of narcissism and trophy 
hunters in digital games is observed. 

The Trophy Phenomenon
The phenomenon of trophies or an achievement point have gained relatively little aca-

demic attention (Hamari & Eranti, 2011; Cruz et al., 2017; Lu et al., 2020). Trophies are op-
tional sub-goals (Björk & Holopainen, 2005) which represent virtual rewards for gamers and 
are not necessary to progress in the game. In other words, gamers may or may not collect 
trophies and the enjoyment of digital games will not affect the content of the game. In this 
sense, trophies represent a meta-game, a game within a game that is optional. However, 
according to Hamari and Eranti (2011), such an understanding becomes problematic, be-
cause, if trophies are collected in and through the game, they are no longer per se optional 
or secondary. On the other hand, trophies are integrated into games, and they represent 
game defined goals that gamers do not have to fulfil. That is exactly where the dilemma is.

Trophies represent a reward to gamers for completing goals in the game. These 
goals are not necessarily related to the content of the game and are often determined 
by the number of specific repetitive actions, such as killing, collecting items, passing the 
game on the hardest level, playing certain maps, or playing certain maps in multiplayer. 
Therefore, we view trophies as optional additions to the game, add-ons that serve specific 
tasks that may or may not contribute to the enjoyment of gameplay.

The trophy system was launched with PlayStation 3 in 2008. The first digital game 
to have a platinum trophy was Uncharted: Drake’s Fortune (Naughty Dog, 2007). Tro-
phies are earned as rewards for certain achievements when playing games. We distin-
guish bronze, silver, gold, and platinum trophies. Picture 1 shows the gamer with the 
most trophies in Croatia. On the right side we see the gamer’s trophies and on the left 
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side we see the current games he is playing. Specifically, the games he is currently play-
ing are Tales from the Borderlands (Telltale Games, 2014) and Final Fantasy VII Remake 
(Square Enix, 2020). As can be seen, trophy categories are displayed hierarchically. At 
the top are the platinum trophies (4,203), and at the bottom are the most common, 
bronze trophies (38,315).

Picture 1: Gamer with most trophies in Croatia

Source: PSN, n.d.

Platinum trophies are awarded for winning all trophies in the digital game and they 
are the most important and rarest. Also, apart from the categories of trophies, it is neces-
sary to mention the concept of rarity, which indicates the additional importance of tro-
phies through four categories: common, rare, very rare and ultra rare. Down in the corner, 
on the left hand side, there is the country’s flag and ranking, and next to it is the symbol of 
the globe and the world ranking.

As can be seen from Picture 1, the user with the most platinum trophies in Croatia 
has 99,620 trophies, of which 4,203 are platinum, which ranks him 93rd in the world out 
of a total of 4,936,421 registered gamers. Judging by the number of platinum trophies, 
the user belongs to the very top of the world’s gamers. He played 4,521 games, and game 
completion is 96%. As a confirmation of recognition for collecting trophies, the Slovak 
digital game The Hippo G (Webnetic, 2022) named the platinum trophy after him, and 
integrated Croatian motifs (lakes and flag) into the game.

Therefore, trophies represent a kind of digital reward to the gamer, and they make 
it easier for the game producer to monitor the gamer’s actions and help in the process-
ing and statistical analysis of data. A new type of gamer who collects trophies in gaming 
communities is called trophy hunter. It is a community that grows every year (PSN, n.d.), 
and the influence of the reference group is very important, because of common attitudes, 
values and beliefs, cooperation during the creation of the trophy guide and assistance in 
winning the trophy.

Research Methodology
The study is based on the understanding of cultural anthropology (McCurdy et al., 

2005; Haviland et al., 2017), on anthropological ethnography (Tierney, 2007) as a scien-
tific method. The main feature of this methodology starts from the observation and de-
scription of the phenomenon of culture and its constitutive parts. What is crucial in this 
approach is that ethnography means the study of users in their natural environment. This 
enables a detailed study of the reference group, where the emphasis is on understanding 
social phenomena from the perspective of gamers and shaping theoretical conclusions.
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Virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000) is a form of anthropological ethnography (Bird & 
Barber, 2007) in which the space of observation becomes the Internet, i.e. in this case, 
an online forum, and the object of observation is the phenomenon of the trophy, which 
we understand as a phenomenon. The concept of ethnography means the study of gam-
ers in the natural environment, where the researcher himself is a participant in the group 
(Potkonjak, 2014). What is specific in the context of virtual ethnography is that through 
such observation and participation, an attempt is made to understand the social world of 
gamers and their relationship to trophies. The basis of this method is in-depth observation 
of the participants (Murthy, 2008; Poynter, 2010).

A gamer community, such as an online forum, which gathers and exchanges experi-
ences, knowledge and values around the same worldviews represents ethnographic ter-
rain (Potkonjak, 2014) which explores the phenomenon of trophies. The role of online fo-
rums was observed according to the psychology of marketing (Evans et al., 2006; Foxall 
et al., 2007; Milas, 2007; Blythe, 2008; Solomon et al., 2009; Hoyer & Maclnnis, 2010) 
where group influences, i.e. reference groups of gamers, are observed in the context of 
informational, comparative, and normative influence. The research goal is to gain in-depth 
understanding of a particular phenomenon and detailed description of special patterns of 
behaviour in a particular situation (Cropley, 2022). It starts with the assumption that the 
form of collecting trophies, the method of collecting, as well as the complete consumer 
subculture of trophy hunters, represent a form of narcissistic culture.

Accordingly, we will research two key characteristics: the group where gamers gath-
er and the cultural object of that group, i.e. the phenomenon of trophies. To achieve this, 
we start with the theory of social psychology (Eyal et al., 2009; Baron & Branscombe, 
2012; Pennington, 2008; Evans et al., 2006) according to which a group is understood 
as a group of more than two people whose members have a clearly defined role and who 
strive for a common goal (Forsyth, 2010). The main research question is: What do trophies 
represent to gamers? In other words, can collecting trophies be seen as a manifestation of 
narcissistic culture? Finally, what is the role of trophies in digital games?

It should be noted that in this study the role of the researcher is seen as an ethnolo-
gist who historicizes the observed phenomenon. In this sense, the ethnologist’s position-
ing explains the way in which they investigate the digital world and conclude about it. To 
avoid a reflexive, autoanthropological positioning (Potkonjak, 2014), a distance was made 
between one’s own and personal understanding of digital game trophies. Precisely because 
of this, the researcher, in order not to be a stranger, also had to collect platinum trophies 
(50) to share group values, cultural knowledge and understand the trophy subculture.

The time of data collection was observed as the period from 2015 to 2023. The re-
searcher spent 30 minutes on the online forum every week. The period was long because 
initially, platinum trophies could not be collected quickly. For certain digital games, it is nec-
essary to go through the game several times at different difficulties or to play at a certain 
time when there are tournaments. Secondly, not all posts are relevant to research. There 
are posts on the forum that are not thematically or content related to the research question.

In the study, representative examples related to the phenomenon were selected. The 
sample consists of posts on the forum. The method by which the examples were selected 
results from the content analysis of the posts. The data were manually transcribed and 
then coded. The criteria according to which we analysed the posts are a) must be a sen-
tence, b) not replies to comments, c) no emoticons. A total of 466 (15%) posts are related 
to the subject of the research. Themes were coded and sorted to identify data. Not all 
posts are relevant. Users who write messages about the trophy phenomenon were ob-
served. This means that a certain number of users often impose their power and reputa-
tion through posts. The study used a qualitative content analysis. 
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Research Results
Online forum FFA (Free for All) was founded in 2014 as a community of gamers in 

Croatia, which over time developed into a portal (FFA, n.d.). They have a total of 5,013 ac-
tive users. The principle of operation of online forums dedicated to the culture of digital 
games are like other forums that nurture gaming culture, such as PSNprofiles, GameFAQs, 
Reddit, or GameSpot. The online forum has proven to be crucial in shaping and expressing 
beliefs and attitudes, as gamers often post their achievements (trophies won). The forum 
has the reference and normative value of the group. The reference value represents an 
idea with which gamers identify, and the normative value represents the acceptance of 
certain rules.

The study contains research discussions related to trophies, collecting trophies and 
gamer comments on trophies. This includes expressing beliefs, attitudes, brand loyalty, 
rhetorical and ideological statements towards digital games and gaming culture. State-
ments related to the PlayStation forum group were observed during the period from 
March 6, 2015, until June 30, 2023, according to the methodology of virtual ethnography 
(Hine, 2000). During that period, statements were analysed with the aim of exposing con-
sumer behaviour, forming attitudes, and identifying trophy culture.

A total of 3,113 forum posts dedicated to the trophy collecting group were analysed. 
Only 15% (466 posts) are related to the subject of the research. The FFA forum belongs 
to the category of reference group because the individual establishes their ‘point of refer-
ence’ in determining their own judgment, preferences, beliefs, and behaviour. This means 
that the FFA forum represents a framework in which gamers learn and accept points of 
view, values, attitudes, lifestyle, and behaviour. As an example, the FFA online forum was 
analysed (Picture 2). 

Picture 2: Online forum FFA.hr

Source: author’s screenshot from FFA (n.d.)

The group’s influence on an individual gamer is related to the group’s power, which 
we observe through two categories: the power of experts and the power of rewards. The 
power of an expert implies the provision of expert opinions, recommendations and advice 
resulting from greater knowledge and competence. These skills are determined by the 
mutual appreciation of the group and actual knowledge (playing experience and number 
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of trophies). The power of awarding starts from the assumption that an award to the indi-
vidual reflects a form of acceptance to the group, which is manifested by giving the sign 
‘like’ (thumb up) as a form of acceptance, approval, and support, by quoting on the forum 
or by direct address.

What is crucial is that reference groups can stimulate consumer behaviour in an in-
formative way. In particular, the power of experts can take place through trophy hunters 
whose opinions are respected by the members of the group. The reason for accepting 
such an opinion stem from the fact that users trust their knowledge and experience. This 
makes it easier for consumers to choose between information. The study is focused on 
two positions of the FFA forum (Table 1): expert power and reward power. 

Table 1: The group power of the trophy hunter

The power of experts Rewarding power

Knowledge and expertise Reputation

Appreciation of the leader Acceptance of the group

Source: own processing

To present the phenomenon of trophy hunters more simply in the context of nar-
cissistic culture in an online forum, it is necessary to explain the context of the group 
power of trophy hunters. The strength of experts is seen here in the context of a refer-
ence group where categories of knowledge and expertise are derived from the number of 
platinum trophies won, which gives such gamers recognition in the form of their expertise 
and knowledge, especially from the aspect when the conditions for winning trophies are 
determined by the difficulty of the game and the percentage chance of winning. In other 
words, the rare platinum trophy is reciprocal to the reward power because it increases the 
reputation of such a gamer. Likewise, appreciation of trophy hunters is causally related 
to group acceptance. The thematic analysis revealed four main themes (Table 2): narcis-
sism, snobbery, pleasure, and burden. 

Table 2: Main topics in the online forum from trophy perspective

Topics Characteristics

Narcissism Users are bragging and proud

Snobbery Users create categories and divisions

Pleasure Users feel satisfaction and success

Burden Users are unhappy and dissatisfied

Source: own processing

Below we present examples for the categories of expert power and reward power, 
as well as the contrast between gamers who like digital games and those who do not. The 
examples are listed with coded names and are presented according to the set research 
questions. This is only a representative part of the corpus, which, due to its extensiveness, 
we cannot present in its entirety. Also, the findings of this study are unique in the way data 
was collected and interpreted. 
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Qualitative Analysis
a)	Theme: Narcissism

Both groups on the forum (Table 1) are manifested through expert power and reward 
power. In the first group are users who impose their opinion and attitudes through the 
knowledge and expertise and reputation of the leader. As an example, we will analyse the 
post of a user who differentiates trophies according to additional values: “Of course, not 
all trophies are equally valuable and not all games deserve to have a platinum trophy”. As 
we can see, the user distinguishes platinum trophy winners into those who are worthy and 
those who do not deserve to have platinum trophies. This is confirmed by further discus-
sion that there are different values within the trophy, and they add: “That for some digital 
games you need to invest effort and skills. These are the trophies that distinguish a gamer 
from a gamer”.

From the above example, we see how narcissists distinguish a gamer from the gamer. 
According to the reference group, gamers are those who make the most of the game and 
win trophies that are worth winning. This is also an example that is borderline because it 
mixes narcissistic and prestigious elements that tend towards snobbery. “I only play qual-
ity games. My trophies are not some silly games. I don’t want to ruin my image”.

Another example is found in a user who states that the genre of the digital game is 
not important to them, and that difficulty does not represent any problem for them. They 
are a typical example of a self-sufficient person found in online forums:

I play whenever I can, and I play everything. I don’t care about genre, difficulty, or how 
long the game lasts. I have always completed games and done transitions on all dif-
ficulties, even at a time when there were no trophies and achievements as such, and 
no PlayStation as a console. I have 90 ultra rare platinum, like Super Meat Boy, Devil 
May Cry 5, Max Payne 3, Ninja Gaiden Sigma 2, Catherine.
A narcissist worships heroes. They are unconsciously fixated on idealized objects of 

the self that they continue to long for (Lasch, 1986). Narcissists are in eternal search for 
an external divinity from which they draw strength. That, conditionally speaking, divinity 
and heroism, is a metaphor of narcissistic extension. Such users represent, according to 
Lasch (1986), an extension of ownership. Such a connection of narcissistic possession 
can be compared to the famous quote, “the medium is the message” (McLuhan, 2008, p. 
41). Therefore, we can compare Lasch’s notion of narcissistic culture where digital game 
trophies represent an extension of gamers.

The topics of narcissism and snobbery are often intertwined. As an example, we can 
analyse a user who admires another user for winning rare trophies. “Congratulations, I 
just looked at your profile on PSNprofiles, the best thing I have seen. I appreciate even 
more that you solved every game 100%”. Or when they compare trophy quality by rarity. 
In other words, users impose a burden and prestige on themselves:

I have already mentioned a couple of times that I adore rare trophies – some ordi-
nary, some platinum – and I have that kind of excitement when I win a trophy that 
is not common. And, preferably, that it is an RPG and that I need at least 80 hours.
The examples listed complement Lasch’s theory of narcissistic society, according to 

which narcissism represents a psychological dimension of dependence that needs others 
to experience self-esteem (Lasch, 1986). In this sense, a narcissist cannot do without an 
audience that admires them (gives a thumbs up). For example: “The quality of the trophy is 
important. Congratulations!” However, according to Lasch, a narcissist admires and identi-
fies with winners for fear of being labelled a loser. They try to warm themself in their reflec-
tion of brilliance (Lasch, 1986). In short, a narcissist lacks confidence in their own abilities.



60  Game Studies

Therefore, narcissistic freedom is a closed freedom that does not allow them to be 
alone. They depend on others and for them the digital world is a mirror. In this sense, nar-
cissism is a metaphor for the human condition (Lasch, 1986).

b)	Theme: Snobbery
Snobbery means belonging to a certain group. What is specific about such members 

of the group is manifested in their attitudes and beliefs of being superior to others. If we 
analyse the example of a user who says: 

Five years ago, all I wanted to do was try out as many games as possible, and now 
that I’m 30+, I still like to try out a game as much as possible and brag about it. Let’s 
say, I would never buy those useless games that only serve to increase the number 
of platinums.
We could conclude how the user justifies his platinums. It is clear from the statement 

that the user considers themself more important because they have more experience in 
trophies. Also, a user would never buy a digital game just to rank higher on the trophy 
leader board.

To achieve prestige, snobs play digital games just to have as many platinum trophies 
as possible. They accumulate trophies just to gain prestige in their community. “I made a 
new profile again. There are a bunch of games that are too difficult like San Andreas, VR 
Worlds, Oddworld, and now all over again”. This understanding is close to Lasch’s analy-
sis of narcissistic culture. Narcissistic society worships fame, i.e. representatives of this 
group look at the number of platinums won, although they do not admit it. When caught in 
a lie, they are ashamed of their narcissistic obsession (Lasch, 1986) with fame and often 
hide their trophies on the PSN list. “You only play games that have easy platinums”.

A snob, philosophically speaking, lives in the future. Its future is simulation. There-
fore, in the previous example, we see how such users can create new profiles to hide the 
trophies they did not achieve. This is the reason they constantly create the image of a bet-
ter trophy hunter. Also, they feel the burden of collecting trophies because they know how 
much effort and time it takes. “A very stupid game I play. Not even on the trail of Rima and 
the likes that are played on. I only play for trophies”.

Every society reproduces its culture, its norms, experiences, and assumptions. In 
this sense, the collective mind of the online community reflects the needs of the group. 
This means that the symbol of digital trophies can also be viewed from the aspect of digital 
prints. With such an understanding, the reality is more like what we see on the PSN list.

Snobs no longer play games for the sake of the game, but for the prestige of the tro-
phies won. The culmination is when a gamer plays digital games because of the number 
of trophies or the speed of winning platinum. “Stop collecting the same games to ‘prove’ 
your PlayStation devotion. Come on brother, buy something else, play something you 
haven’t played before, have fun. Opening new accounts is running in circles”. In this sense, 
snobs realize themselves as an extension of others. If there are no others to admire them, 
the snob loses their meaning.

c)	Theme: Pleasure
The third topic refers to the category of user satisfaction (Table 2). It is the theme 

that is most intertwined in all the other groups that appear in narcissism, snobs, and bur-
dens. An example of the expressed satisfaction felt by a gamer after winning a trophy 
can be seen below: “I won the platinum trophy half an hour ago. Bloodborne is a game 
that simply deserves it”. The feeling of pleasure that occurs in gamers after winning the 
platinum trophy is a form of satisfaction and happiness. However, this is not the feeling 
of satisfaction that Csikszentmihalyi (2006) is talking about, at least not in this way. He  
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distinguishes pleasure from satisfaction. Pleasure is characterized by a sense of fulfil-
ment and achievement.

Precisely in this sense, we achieve pleasure with a certain effort, for example: “After 
400 hours in The Division, I finally have a platinum trophy. I have been working intensively 
on trophies in the last few days. I had to have that trophy because I love the game”. At the 
same time, success in something the user considers trivial will not bring a sense of satis-
faction. We can see the game as a form of culture. In this sense, we can compare the game 
with culture (Csikszentmihalyi, 2006). However, such an understanding of game and cul-
ture starts from norms. According to Csikszentmihalyi (2006), culture can be understood 
as a form of adaptation. In this sense, games can be compared to culture, i.e. the whole 
culture turns into a game.

It is precisely in such an experience that the enchanting preoccupation  
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2006) of the trophy hunter emerges. A user who constantly worries 
about winning trophies and how others will perceive them has a constant lack of satisfac-
tion. We can analyse this using the example of when gamers experience collecting tro-
phies as a burden and pleasure:

Here, today I platinumed the hardest game in my 100% collection. Injustice. I don’t 
know where to start, how many hours spent with this game, how much effort, curs-
ing, crying and happiness when I finally passed it. The game is fun at first until you 
start collecting trophies, and then it goes to hell.
Pleasure is a feeling of happiness, enjoyment, or gratification that typically comes 

from an immediate sensory experience. Pleasure and satisfaction are both positive feel-
ings, but they have different origins and implications. The act of collecting trophies in digi-
tal games can provide a quick burst of pleasure due to the immediate reward and recogni-
tion that comes with it. This can be particularly appealing because it offers a tangible way 
of marking progress and achievement, which can be very satisfying in the short term.

Pleasure appears when the gamer’s expectations are fulfilled. In this sense, the tro-
phy hunter experiences pleasure only with a certain effort. We understand this effort as an 
action, and the trophies won as a reward for the invested time of the user. We will analyse 
two different user statements that confirm the theory. “I go over each game first for the 
soul, and then if I like it, I go hunting for trophies. It’s a gaming filter for me”. As can be 
seen, users can play the game for the pleasure of the game itself. Only under the condi-
tion that they like the game, they can pay respect to the trophies and collect the platinum 
trophy. With such an understanding, trophies calm the players.

Another example refers to the statement: “I don’t have any sense of prestige from 
winning the platinums I have. Trophies are just an incentive to spend more time in the 
games I love, or to try some challenges that otherwise would not have occurred to me”. 
We can conclude that satisfaction with collected trophies does not always mean prestige. 
It can be associated with emotions when a gamer loves the game, when the game is im-
portant to them and when trophies encourage them to try something new in the game.

Unfortunately, the problem arises that this satisfaction lasts a relatively short time. 
Trophy hunters seek new confirmation of the community and themself through new tro-
phies. The pleasure of collecting trophies goes beyond the digital game itself. Trophies 
become more important than the game. It is a paradox because trophies are an addition 
to the game. 

d)	Theme: Burden
Collecting trophies often becomes a burden to the gamer. Regardless of whether 

trophy hunters want to have as many trophies as possible or want to have platinum tro-
phies in games that are relevant to them, collecting is a burden. This is best seen from the 
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example: “Trophies kill the charm of the game”. It is obvious that trophy hunters represent 
a subspecies of users who are drawn into the circle of collecting. Their desire to collect 
trophies also represents the dark side of gaming.

If we compare the statement of users of the online community, we get a detailed 
insight into the seriousness of the preoccupation with trophies. “I’ve been losing my tem-
per for a month now! The game is a drug and constantly pulls you to break those records, 
but it’s hard to go crazy. Some levels are designed to throw the joystick into the wall”. The 
burden placed on gamers due to collecting trophies not only limits the choice of the game 
but also imposes obligations to play those they do not like.

As an example of emotional exhaustion and the closed circle of collecting trophies, 
we will analyse in the following examples: “I am dead inside after the platinum trophy” and 
“You’re even crazier when you play games you don’t like and then go hunting for platinum 
trophies”. The question arises: why do they collect trophies if they represent a burden? 
We can find the answer in the theory of narcissistic culture according to which the modern 
narcissist presents himself as a better gamer than other gamers. What does that mean?

Trophy hunters create the image of a Gamer who is superior to other casual gam-
ers. They build their identity from fragments of other images, roles, and experiences. To 
perfect their role as the ideal Gamer, they represent a narcissist who constructs their role 
through collecting trophies. In this sense, trophies become a meaningful part of the game 
for them. Then, only then the trophies are part of the game because they collect them. At 
the same time, trophies represent its extension.

This is what Lasch (1986) calls shaping his personality. In this sense, trophy hunters 
live surrounded by mirrors in which they seek confirmation of their own ability to attract 
others. Then it is a cultural and anthropological representation of a gamer who does not 
collect trophies just for confirmation. The modern narcissist is self-absorbed and self-in-
dulgent. Modern narcissists, who are often characterized by a heightened sense of self-
importance and a constant need for attention and admiration, may use digital games as a 
platform to fulfil these needs.

The act of collecting trophies in digital games can be seen as ritualistic behaviour. 
These trophies serve as a tangible representation of their achievements, which they can 
showcase to others. This aligns with Lévi-Strauss’s (1977, 1988) theory where the ritual, 
i.e. collecting trophies is effective if accompanied by the recitation of the myth, i.e. sharing, 
and showcasing these achievements to others. Moreover, the confirmation and approval 
they seek from others when they share their achievements in games can be compared to 
the social function of rituals in Lévi-Strauss’s theory.

Rituals, according to Lévi-Strauss, are performed for a specific purpose and are of-
ten tied to a myth or a belief system. However, when the ritual becomes too demanding or 
loses its meaning, it can feel like a burden. Similarly, when modern narcissists feel com-
pelled to collect trophies to maintain their self-image or seek validation, the act of collect-
ing can become more of an obligation than a pleasure: “I’m trying to find some pleasure in 
trophy hunting, but if it’s going to turn into an obligation, a job where I have to work to get 
trophies, waste time, be stressed, I don’t see the point anymore”.

In-depth Analysis
The model according to which the trophy phenomenon was analysed was observed 

in the context of the binary relation of trophies that gamers like and dislike (Table 3). 
Those digital games that gamers love, provide them with pleasure, satisfaction, a sense 
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of competence and personal growth and development show intrinsic motivation. On the 
contrary, those digital games that gamers play but do not like because they play them 
because of the need for trophies, PSN list, rare trophies, praise on online forums and plati-
num numbers, represent extrinsic motivation.

Table 3: Trophy hunting

They love the game They do not like the game

Satisfaction Job

Content Form

Easiness Frustration

Loyal consumers Impulsive consumers

Reflection in the mirror

Source: own processing

As can be seen from the above examples, the discussion that takes place on the FFA 
forum starts from the strength of experts who impose themselves as leaders of the refer-
ence group. Their statements are respected, and group members agree by showing trust 
and recognition. However, at the same time, there is a different perception of the value of 
the trophy.

The pattern of behaviour that occurs on the forum can be shown through the concept 
of a trophy hunter who expresses admiration for the digital game and promotes themself 
at the same time (Cruz et al., 2017) and another pattern of behaviour in which there are 
trophy hunters who play games in order to have as many trophies as possible, but do not 
enjoy it (Lu et al., 2020). Also, it is important to note that gamers who are intrinsically mo-
tivated and love digital games show a tendency to promote the game more often, posting 
photos and identifying themselves with won trophies as a symbol of mutual respect for 
the game and for their own success (Picture 3). 

Picture 3: Platinum trophy from Assassin’s Creed: Origins

Source: FFA, n.d.
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We can interpret this as a form of brand loyalty (Keller, 2013; Jukić, 2020) in which 
satisfied and motivated gamers promote a digital game using the WOM marketing meth-
od (López, Sicilia & Hidalgo-Alcázar, 2016), they give their own judgment, performance 
rating and trophy hardness. Also, such trophy hunters show a tendency to complete the 
same digital games on different consoles, such as Uncharted (Naughty Dog, 2007-2016) 
and Assassin’s Creed (Ubisoft, 2007-2023) series in parallel on PS4 and PS5. Finally, the 
strongest affirmation of brand loyalty occurs when customers are engaged (Keller, 2013). 
In such a case, gamers become brand ambassadors.

Also, it is noticeable how trophy hunters reveal their satisfaction after achieving their 
goals, a sense of pride and satisfaction, as well as the fulfilment of their own. Encouraging 
intrinsic motivation requires the game developer to choose an activity that gamers enjoy 
and want to actively participate in. This is especially evident in the example when gamers 
state that trophies destroy the enjoyment of playing and go as far as to never want to hear 
about these games again.

It is interesting to compare the extrinsic motivation of trophy hunters, which is as-
sociated with successfully performed tasks, and is based on reinforcement, feedback, 
and symbolic rewards. As can be seen in the example of users, who achieve the recogni-
tion of the reference group on the forum for the achieved success, but at the same time 
self-realization because they have achieved the given goal. At the same time, gamers who 
play solely for the sake of increasing the number of trophies express frustration, anger, and 
senselessness. Every gamer becomes an advanced gamer over time and will look for added 
value in the digital game. If trophies are purpose, saturation occurs. Trophies should pro-
vide some new value such as new characters, weapons or discounts when purchasing DLC.

Reward power is a construct of the need to belong within a reference group. The need 
for belonging, if satisfied, creates a motive for cooperation, by accepting group norms and 
goals. This is reflected in the reputation of trophy hunters who distinguish trophies ac-
cording to hardness and rarity. Also, disdain for easy trophies that do not require any skill 
and investment of time appears here. 

Marketing Perspectives
We can present the influence of the reference group of the FFA forum as normative 

because it causes similar behaviour in similar situations. It is interesting to compare the 
time when the trophies are collected (Picture 4) with which the others in the group agree. 
As can be seen, most trophies are collected from between 5 p.m. until 11 p.m. which tells 
us how focused gamers are on collecting, but also the conclusion of how they are at work 
during the day.

Picture 4: The time when most trophies are collected

Source: FFA, n.d.
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A normative group is important from a marketing point of view because the mem-
bers of the group are expected to accept the attitudes and behaviour towards the men-
tioned trophies. If we compare trophy hunters who collect trophies solely for the purpose 
of building an image of an ideal gamer that is superior and can affect a gamer’s sense of 
self (Cruz et al., 2017), then we can conclude that Lasch is right when he states that we are 
overly preoccupied with ourselves and our own image. Comparing Table 2, the division of 
trophy hunters into those who collect trophies for the sake of form (the number of plati-
nums and rankings are important to them), and not for the content of the game, leads to 
the appearance of dissatisfaction and frustration that we associate with the metaphor of 
the narcissistic mirror. Paraphrasing Lasch (1986), trophy hunters who play games just to 
get as many trophies as possible are digital narcissists who care about self-presentation.

What is important comes from a deeper understanding of the psychoanalysis of 
narcissism in the context of Lasch’s understanding of contemporary society, where the 
feeling of frustration and inner emptiness prevails (Matijašević, 2016). This is especially 
noticeable when trophy hunters feel the guilty pleasure of owning easy trophies. It is this 
feeling of guilt and shame that is inherent in the narcissistic vulnerability (Holmes, 2003; 
Kohut, 1990) that represents the trapped gamer: the need to feel special and the need to 
fit in with the group.

In this sense, buying digital games that have easy trophies, the same digital games 
that have been remastered for a newer console, buying DLC to have a 100% complete list 
of trophies, cannot fill the inner void that the gamer feels and constructs a fictitious iden-
tity. This is exactly what Lasch claims when he says that for Narcissus the world is a mirror 
(Lasch, 1986). Holmes (2003) claims the same, explaining how it is a form of normal nar-
cissism. However, this is no longer a question of the degree of normality, as psychiatrist 
Archer (2013) explains stating that people have traits on a continuum from dominant to 
super dominant. In other words, self-centreedness, when it becomes dominant, does have 
elements of narcissism.

Consumers compare attitudes and behaviours with those demonstrated by mem-
bers of the reference group (McKenna & Bargh, 2006). In this way, gamers seek confirma-
tion and support for their own opinion and behaviour. The same applies to trophy hunt-
ers. The goal of the individual is to improve their own self-concept by identifying with the 
group, which provides reinforcement and inner satisfaction. However, the question of the 
trophy hunter’s motivation remains open.

Motivation towards collecting trophies, i.e. need for achievement (Cruz et al., 2017) 
was observed in the context of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000; 
Vizek Vidović et al., 2003). Intrinsic gamer motivation represents internal motivation in 
response to gamer needs, such as curiosity, the need for development, and a sense of 
competence. Intrinsic motivation due to the enjoyment of gaming is the highest level of 
motivation. Extrinsic motivation is an external incentive, i.e. when it has its source outside 
the gamer and refers to a good result on the PSN trophy list, praise on the forum, rare 
trophies, and platinums.

The context of narcissistic culture in which the phenomenon of trophies and trophy 
hunters was observed is understood as an anthropological and marketing phenomenon. 
From the marketing aspect, trophies represent an example of a new niche marketing that 
is growing and, judging by the analysed FFA forum, represents a market that will grow even 
more in the future. The reason for this is the emergence of digital games that are based 
exclusively on quick and easy trophies that gamers buy to increase their rating and repu-
tation in the community. At the same time, trophies are presented as a form of reward to 
gamers that is integrated when starting the game and is imposed as a need that gamers 
satisfy by winning platinum trophies.
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At the same time, an anthropological phenomenon appears in which such a need 
becomes an impossible desire, because through the continuous appearance of new digi-
tal games that can enable the consumer to acquire trophies in 30 minutes, the space of 
gamer satisfaction is closed, and the desire is disguised as an obsessive longing and need 
for trophies. In simpler terms, trophy hunters become trapped in their narcissistic mir-
ror because they are in a paradox between the desire for trophies and the need to build 
a trophy list. The beauty of collecting trophies becomes a mask in front of other gamers.

Discussion
In this study, we researched the trophy phenomenon from the perspective of online 

forum users. We analysed the context of trophy hunters from cultural, anthropological, 
and marketing aspects. More precisely, from a cultural aspect, we observed the phenom-
enon of trophies and trophy hunters and analysed it in the context of gaming culture. We 
started from the theory of narcissistic culture and media culture, according to which we 
interpreted the role of trophies, collection, and community.

From an anthropological point of view, we observed the gamer community that gath-
ers around digital game trophies. We observed the phenomenon of trophies in the con-
text of the user’s experience and classified them into four themes: narcissism, snobbery, 
pleasure, and burden. This means that the individual is viewed in the context of the ‘nor-
mality’ of narcissism (Lasch, 1986), i.e. as a gamer who plays games for their own presen-
tation and self-representation in the virtual world.

In the end, we connected two perspectives from the marketing aspect and indicated 
the possibility of creating a niche. Trophies are presented as a form of added value of the 
digital game. In other words, buying DLC represents a gamer’s need not only for expanded 
game content, but also a new perspective of marketing communication. In this sense, the 
need to collect trophies represent an additional market for digital game producers. DLC, 
as well as easy platinums, indicate a consumer need.

At the same time, we provided a deeper insight into the trophy phenomenon. The 
main research question: what do trophies represent to gamers, is analysed. In the study, 
we showed that there is a link between the four topics that we classified by analysing the 
gamer community. The analysis was conducted using the method of virtual ethnography, 
and the topics were observed through content analysis.

Therefore, research questions were analysed: trophies are a pleasure and a burden 
to gamers. Satisfaction results only in the case when gamers like digital games and if they 
meet their preferences, for example, they like the content of the game, get recognition from 
the reference group, share the same attitudes and beliefs in the forum. Only then does 
collecting trophies become easy, and repeating the same patterns becomes an inherent 
brand of loyalty. Also, dissatisfaction, frustration, and narcissistic rage (Lasch, 1986) ap-
pears when gamers play games for form, when playing becomes a job and they no longer 
enjoy it. They become compulsive consumers, buying, and playing games for easy trophies.

The concept of playing digital games and winning trophies (bragging about trophies, 
collecting trophies, and obsession with trophies) can be linked to the concept of narcissis-
tic culture in several ways: a) self-promotion, b) self-satisfaction, c) achievement obses-
sion, and d) materialism.

Narcissistic culture often promotes self-promotion. In the context of digital games, 
gamers may use trophies to brag about their achievements on social media or to their 
friends. Narcissism often involves self-satisfaction. Collecting trophies in digital games 
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can provide players with a sense of satisfaction and achievement. This can be particularly 
pronounced in a narcissistic culture that values individual achievements. Narcissistic cul-
ture is often obsessed with achievements. In the context of digital games, this could mean 
that players are obsessed with winning as many trophies as possible, often at the expense 
of other aspects of the game or even their personal lives. Narcissistic culture often bases 
itself on materialism. Although trophies in digital games are not physical objects, they can 
have material value in terms of status and recognition within the gaming community, like 
the FFA online forum.

Lasch (1986) understands narcissism as a lack of object relations, as a glorification 
of oneself, which we can see in the examples that show how individuals suffer because 
they did not win trophies or show frustration that trophies are difficult for them. In this 
sense, we can connect the understanding of narcissistic culture in the gaming industry 
with the analysis of the self, where the number of platinums won restructures the self 
as an ideal representation of gamers in the community. From a marketing point of view, 
such image restructuring signifies a consumer who consumes trophies. This is a trophy 
marketing niche that produces and consumes trophies and puts them on a throne. So, the 
problem is in the fundamental reference group that promotes and encourages the trophy 
metamorphosis of consumers where the formation of identity is shown to be an illusion.

If we put the individual in the relation of the inner world to the self (Kohut, 1990), to-
wards the normality of narcissism (Archer, 2013), and the image with which we present our-
selves in society (Matijašević, 2016) then only the trophy hunter gets an insight into the 
inner monologue and motives of collecting. However, when we look at trophy hunters from 
the aspect of narcissistic culture then we see that individuals close in on themselves and 
become alienated so that they do not see anything beyond their horizon. Not only do they 
announce their successes with frequent forum posts and brag about the trophies they have 
won, they also do not recognize that they are trapped in that mirror metaphor. The problem 
arises when the self-image becomes more real than the person behind those trophies.

In this sense, the concept of the narcissistic culture of the trophy hunter was ob-
served as a symptom of social changes, the spread of image and form over content. And 
although this form, in Kant’s sense, can reveal beauty (Jukić, 2022), here we are not talk-
ing about unobjective beauty, but about an inner emptiness that has often become more 
important than the content itself. It is the competitive spirit that Lasch (1986) speaks of 
that contributes to the cult of image where the gamer puts a price on everything and even 
on the trophies they collect. In this paradox, the gamer develops a double absurdity: they 
play games for trophies and distinguishes trophies from trophies that are categorically 
indistinguishable.

The concept of playing digital games and winning trophies can be seen as a manifes-
tation of narcissistic culture, as it promotes self-promotion, self-satisfaction, achievement 
obsession, and materialism. This aligns with Lasch’s description of narcissistic culture as a 
culture that promotes self-satisfaction, self-promotion, and self-obsession at the expense 
of common values and social good. The concept of collecting trophies in digital games can 
have a significant impact on game marketing and sales. Based on all the above, we can 
list four marketing strategies in the context of collecting consumer trophies: a) impact on 
game purchases, b) a new niche of gamers, c) branding, and d) encouraging community.

Gamers who are obsessed with collecting trophies may be motivated to buy certain 
games just to win more trophies. This can lead to increased sales of ‘easy’ games that 
offer trophies for a little bit of effort. Collecting trophies can create a new niche of play-
ers – those who are particularly interested in winning trophies. This niche can be attrac-
tive to marketers (Kimura, 2006) because it represents a specific group of consumers 
with clearly defined interests. Games that offer satisfying and challenging trophies can 
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improve their reputation among players. This can lead to brand loyalty. Collecting trophies 
can encourage the creation and growth of online player communities. These communities 
can become platforms for sharing experiences, tips, and tricks about winning trophies, 
which can further increase engagement and game sales.

Themes and characteristics that are present among users of digital games (Table 2) 
can be linked to narcissistic culture. Each of these four perspectives (narcissism, snob-
bery, pleasure, and burden) that online gamers show towards winning trophies in digital 
games can have a significant impact on marketing strategies. Marketers can take advan-
tage of this tendency of users to brag and be proud of their in-game achievement. They 
can create platforms where players can share their trophies and achievements, which can 
encourage others to buy and play the game to achieve similar.

The creation of categories and divisions among players can be used for market 
segmentation. For example, games can offer exclusive trophies or rewards that are only 
available to the top players, which can encourage greater competition and spending. The 
sense of satisfaction and success that players experience when they win a trophy can be 
used to promote the game. For example, marketing campaigns can emphasize how satis-
fying it is to win trophies in the game, which can attract new players.

Although dissatisfaction or unhappiness when unable to win a trophy may seem neg-
ative, marketing professionals can use this as an opportunity. They can offer additional 
resources, guides, or even paid upgrades that can help players win more difficult trophies, 
like easy fatality in Mortal Kombat (NetherRealm Studios, 2020).

The practical implications could be significant for various stakeholders in the gam-
ing industry, including game developers, marketers, and psychologists. Understanding 
these characteristics can help game developers design more engaging and balanced 
games. For instance, if they find that trophy hunting is causing a sense of a burden among 
players, they might consider designing their trophy systems to be more optional or less 
grind intensive. On the other hand, if players derive pleasure from trophy hunting, devel-
opers could consider ways to make this aspect of the game more rewarding and enjoyable.

This information can be valuable for marketers in positioning their products. If a sig-
nificant part of a game’s target audience values trophy hunting, this can be highlighted 
in marketing campaigns. Conversely, if trophy hunting is seen as a negative aspect (e.g. 
due to perceived snobbery), marketers might focus on other aspects of the game in their 
promotional efforts. The link between trophy hunting and characteristics, like narcissism 
and snobbery, could be interesting to psychologists.

Limitations of this study include the language barrier. The researched online com-
munity belongs to the Croatian speaking area, so replication of the research is possible for 
speakers of the same language. However, the insights gained from the trophy hunter com-
munity can be viewed in a broader context. Additional limitations include the discrepancy 
between the qualitative methodologies. Quantitative methods were not used in the study 
because virtual ethnography and content analysis did not require a sociodemographic 
approach. The observed community is independent of gender, age, income, and level of 
education. What they have in common is collecting trophies.

Conclusion
Trophies are both an oxymoron and a paradox of digital gaming. The act of collect-

ing trophies in digital games can seem paradoxical if it arises from the enjoyment of the 
game itself. This could be seen as an oxymoron if the play in playing a game becomes more 
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about trophy hunting than the game itself. This phenomenon can be linked to the way 
digital games are designed and how they reward players. Some games place a significant 
emphasis on achievements and trophy systems, which can shift the focus from the core 
gameplay experience to a more completionist approach. This can lead to a situation where 
players might spend more time and effort collecting trophies than enjoying the game’s 
story.

In Lasch’s concept of narcissistic culture, the act of collecting trophies in games 
could be seen as a manifestation of narcissistic culture. The trophies are a form of ex-
ternal validation, providing immediate gratification and a sense of accomplishment. This 
aligns with Lasch’s description of the narcissistic individual as someone who is constantly 
seeking validation and affirmation from external sources.

Translating an oxymoron on a literal level becomes meaningless, because an oxy-
moron as a stylistic figure connects opposite concepts. However, when we understand 
the oxymoron in the denotative and connotative senses, its meaning becomes a game 
of thought. In this sense, playing digital games for trophies, or not playing digital games, 
takes on a deeper meaning. This means that the game as entertainment can be tedious, 
difficult, and frustrating. A paradox, unlike an oxymoron, requires interpretation and is al-
ways enigmatic. Trophies are a gamer’s paradox in which gamers play digital games with-
out realizing that they are in a marketing game.

In this sense, trophies do not affect the game, but are part of the record of the game. 
Their save was marked on the trophy list as soon as gamers started playing the game. 
Their winning the platinum trophy does not mean that the gamers enjoyed the game. Also, 
their failure to win the platinum trophy does not mean that gamers have not moved on to 
digital gaming. This means that trophies, viewed a priori, are paradoxically determined like 
Camus’s Sisyphus, exposing the absurdity of gaming. This absurdity is determined by the 
moment of realization, about the illusion of freedom of gamers (Camus, 1998). The reali-
zation that a digital game is played for the sake of the game, not for the illusion.

This is precisely what Lasch (1986) called pathological narcissism, because contem-
porary gamers, in their longing to present themselves and others as better, build an image 
of the ideal (completist) gamer. Such an exemplary gamer who has a perfect trophy list 
represents the media-created construction of the ideal over-gamer. His goal is to collect 
as many trophies as possible, even at the cost of not enjoying the games. In that imaginary 
picture, the question is reflected: Is the digital game being played with us or are we playing 
with it?
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ABSTRACT: 
Over recent decades, digital games have been trying to find new ways to monetize their 
player base. The games have evolved from purely premium titles sold as a product, to re-
peatedly monetized free-to-play games as a service that allow players to spend limitless 
amount on various microtransactions. However, there are still some oddities present on 
the gaming market. The case study analyses the digital game Pokémon TCG Live, which 
does not have any form of direct monetization. The study points out how it corresponds 
to both the overarching Pokémon franchise, as well as the digital games industry. Its 
main goal is to identify its core mechanics that are traditionally connected with monetiza-
tion practices, and find its position on the market in relation to other digital trading card 
games. Another point of interest for our study is the high level of interconnection between 
the printed and digital versions of the Pokémon Trading Card Game and how it impacts the 
online client.
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free-to-play, media mix, monetization, Pokémon, Pokémon TCG Live, trading card games.
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Introduction: The Legacy  
of Pokémon Trading Card Game

The Pokémon franchise is, to this day, the most profitable multimedia franchise on 
the market (Guttmann, 2021). Its products range across core role-playing digital games, 
animated series and movies, a plethora of merchandise as well as a standalone trading 
card game. The physical version of the Pokémon Trading Card Game (commonly abbrevi-
ated as Pokémon TCG) had its first set released in 1996 and has since exponentially ex-
panded in both game complexity and market reach. Reportedly, as of March 2023 there 
have been almost 53 billion cards produced across 14 different languages and 89 coun-
tries (The Pokémon Company, n.d.). The Pokémon TCG experienced a large growth dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic, even despite the fact that tournament play was postponed. 
This may be attributed to people seeking nostalgia-educing products they could enjoy at 
home, which the collectable side of the hobby allows. Another aspect that contributed to 
the growth could have been major influencers who indirectly promoted the TCG, such as 
Logan Paul, who during said period purchased a card for over five million American dollars, 
which also set the world record for the most expensive Pokémon card sold (Suggit, 2022).

The digital version of the Pokémon TCG followed shortly after the successful release 
of the physical TCG. The game, simply titled Pokémon Trading Card Game (Hudson Soft & 
Creatures, 1998), was released in 1998 in Japan. A worldwide release followed two years 
after in 2000. The game was available exclusively for the Nintendo Game Boy Color, which 
was also the platform where the main series games were playable. The Game Boy game is 
mostly a single-player experience where the player slowly gathers new cards to enhance 
their deck of cards in order to defeat stronger opponents, not dissimilar to role-playing 
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games of the era. The game received a Japan-exclusive sequel Pokémon Card GB2: Great 
Rocket-Dan Sanjou! (Hudson Soft, 2001) in 2001, which never received an overseas re-
lease. The next global digital venture for Pokémon TCG was released in 2011 as an online 
game for PC and tablets, pre-dating many of the most popular digital card games such 
as Hearthstone (Blizzard Entertainment, 2014) or Magic: The Gathering Arena (Wizards 
Digital Games Studio, 2018). The original client under the name Pokémon TCG Online (Dire 
Wolf Digital, 2011) ran until June 7, 2023, when it was officially shut down and replaced by 
the current Pokémon TCG Live (The Pokémon Company International, 2023). The original 
client was exclusively available on PC and tablets and did not have a smartphone version, 
which could have been one of the causes for said transition. Nevertheless, it provided 
players of the TCG with an option to play the game against others from their homes, as 
well as expanded the platform reach of the franchise which was almost exclusively tied to 
Nintendo consoles up to that point.

Monetization as a Core Part 
of Digital Games

Digital games production nowadays encompasses the most profitable segment of 
the media industry. Its revenue surpasses even globalized Hollywood movie production 
known for its high budgets and large-scale marketing campaigns (Richter, 2022). Various 
forms of game monetization that emerged and expanded within the last decade helped in 
achieving the position digital games now occupy inside the industry. Digital games, as a 
commercial product first and foremost, seek to generate profit. The gaming industry has 
found new methods of how to create games in such a way as to be the most profitable. 
Some titles utilize premium models, selling the game itself as a product, while others find 
success in a free-to-play model providing the base game without any cost while opting for 
in-game transactions or monetized advertising. Many modern titles even combine both 
and allow for additional in-game purchases in premium titles (Radošinská et al., 2022). 
However, digital games have been called out multiple times concerning the questionable 
moral practices associated with repeatable forms of monetization (King & Delfabbro, 
2019). Mechanics such as spinning wheels and loot boxes (both free and paid) can be per-
ceived as a gateway to gambling, posing danger to children and adolescents who are often 
the target demographics for games with said features (Grosemans et al., 2024). Many of 
these practices do not fall under the legal criteria of gambling due to players always get-
ting at least some items from their purchases, even if they are duplicates of those already 
owned or common items without any perceived value by the players. According to the 
research by Gam(e)(a)ble “… these gambling(-like) elements do not always fall within the 
scope of gambling regulation, due to complexities regarding the interpretation of the dif-
ferent criteria that are used to define what constitutes ‘gambling’” (Feci & Declerck, 2022, 
p. 153). The situation has escalated to the point that certain countries are either investi-
gating or actively restricting problematic forms of monetization through new legislations 
and laws (Schwiddessen & Karius, 2018).

Most free-to-play games are constructed around their monetization models. Game-
as-a-service type games must constantly add new content and require commitment from 
the developers for the game to remain sustainable (Clark, 2014). Added content can be 
purchased or earned by the players. Some of the most popular types are loot boxes, sea-
sonal Battle Passes and gacha. Each of them provides either tiered or randomized rewards 
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that encourage player retention and repeated spending. Gacha games like Genshin Impact 
(miHoYo, 2020) have their entire gameplay and story structure customized to allow for the 
limitless addition of new characters that players may want to obtain. Many players choose 
the characters they invest into based on their performance rather than their appearance 
(Šašalová, 2023). Digital card games work on similar principle as loot boxes or gacha with 
the distinction of card packs having a guaranteed minimum rarity of cards per pack. They 
are directly inspired by printed trading card games, thanks to which players accept their 
monetization more willingly compared to other forms of microtransactions. But how does 
a digital trading card game function without being directly monetized?

Pokémon TCG Live and Its 
Formal Processing

Pokémon TCG Live was officially released on June 8, 2023, after numerous delays and 
waves of closed and open beta testing phases. The game is available on Windows and Mac 
PC, as well as modern tablets and smartphones supporting IOS or Android. The game is 
available for free on each platform. The most striking feature of the game is that it does 
not have any direct form of monetization. Nothing in game can be purchased for real-life 
money, nor is there a way to associate any payment method with the game client. Players 
can acquire new cards either through opening digital packs, a purchase of specific cards di-
rectly for in-game currency (mostly as a part of a bundle or pre-constructed deck), redeem-
ing product codes or through a crafting system. The game has three types of currency; 
crystals which can be used to acquire card packs and bundles; coins which are used to buy 
cosmetic items for players’ avatars and credits which can be redeemed for specific cards.

Digital booster packs are awarded to the player as a reward for various activities. 
They can be purchased using crystals or earned as end-of-season rewards, and through 
progressive battle pass systems. Battle pass is a common monetization and retention 
strategy used throughout games made under the game-as-a-service paradigm. The play-
er is provided with a progress bar that can be filled by meeting specific conditions while 
playing the game. They are often dissected into free and premium sections, later which 
must be purchased with either premium currency or real-life money. Pokémon TCG Live 
also divides its battle pass into two parts, however, as there is no premium currency, nor 
any way to directly pay in the game, the premium section is simply unlocked by paying 600 
crystals (which can be earned in ten days by doing daily quests). After unlocking the pre-
mium section, the player receives additional booster packs, currency, cards or cosmetic 
items both retroactively for all previously reached milestones, as well as for each mile-
stone the player reaches from the point of purchase forward. The digital booster packs 
themselves differentiate from standard, printed packs in both the number of cards con-
tained and available rarities. Digital booster packs variants only contain six cards, corelat-
ing more closely with their Japanese counterparts which include five cards, rather than 
the international ones which contain eleven. Card rarities traditionally consisting of com-
mon, uncommon, rare, hyper rare, variations of secret rare and reverse-foil1 are retained, 

1	 Remark by the author: In print, cards can have different levels and styles of foil layers. Those make specific 
cards reflect light in appealing patterns or allow for etched texture which further differentiates the card. 
Reverse-foil cards are either common, uncommon or rare cards which have a pattern of foiling on the 
lower half of the card, which contains text, rather than upper half with the illustration. There used to be one 
guaranteed reverse-foil per booster pack until the release of Scarlet & Violet base set in March 2023, which 
increased the number of reverse-foils to two per pack.
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however their distribution in a pack differs from the physical packs. Digital packs contain 
one common, one uncommon or common, one uncommon, two reverse-foil (one of which 
can be substituted by a secret rare) and one rare or higher card. There is also a small 
chance for any of those cards to be randomly upgraded to a hyper or secret rare when 
revealed during the pack-opening sequence. Comparing this with the standard layout of 
the international booster pack, which contains four commons, three uncommons, two 
reverse-foils (with a chance of a secret rare instead of one) a single rare or hyper rare and 
a basic energy card, it is apparent that all of the more appealing card slots have been pre-
served in the digital experience, with only less valuable cards being reduced in quantity.

Available bundles in the game store reflect the printed products accessible on the 
market. Outside of purchasing said products for crystals, players can earn them by re-
deeming a code included with every Pokémon TCG printed product. Once redeemed, the 
player will receive the same content as they had in the physical counterpart with sole ex-
ception being booster packs and build & battle kit, as their contents are randomized and 
cannot be accurately reflected into the game. Outside of cards, the in-game shop provides 
cosmetic items, such as apparel for the player avatar or virtual card sleeves, coins and 
deck boxes. They do not have the practical usage that is to be expected of said products 
– providing protection to one’s cards during gameplay or transportation – they only pro-
vide the customization aspect of these items and even that is vastly limited compared to 
the plethora of differently designed sleeves and deck boxes available for their physical 
counterparts. Cosmetics can be purchased using coins, which cannot be used towards 
anything else and similar to other currencies can only be earned through gameplay.

To obtain specific cards, players must use credits to craft them. If the player obtains 
more than four copies of the same card, the fifth and higher copy will be automatically 
converted into credits. They are also awarded as battle pass rewards or as a bonus with 
certain bundles. Those credits can then be used to create specific cards without the need 
to rely solely on the randomness that comes with opening the packs. The higher the rar-
ity of a card a player would want to craft, the more credits are required to create it. Some 
cards have multiple variants with different artworks, in which case the non-standard ver-
sions are more expensive. There are no restrictions on which cards can be crafted, so 
players can easily get card variations that are rare and highly sought-after in the physical 
card game.

The home screen of the game is very simplistic, most likely to fit well on smaller 
smartphone displays. Currently, there are only two game modes: Standard and Expanded. 
Standard is the default and most supported gameplay format for Pokémon TCG, where 
only cards released within a certain timeframe (usually last two to three years) can be 
played. In Expanded, all cards released from the 2011 Black & White block onwards can 
be played (“2024 Pokémon TCG”, 2024). The Expanded format in Pokémon TCG Live is 
currently in an incomplete state, as many of the older card sets are not yet implemented 
in the game client. Both formats can be played in ranked or casual mode. Ranked mode 
matches players against others based on their statistics and winning or losing moves the 
player along the ranked ladder. At the end of the season, each player receives rewards 
based on their ladder position. Casual mode omits the ladder altogether in an attempt to 
provide a less competitive environment and encourage players to use creative decks. The 
‘Play’ button is in the middle of the lower half of the screen, which provides quick access to 
the game itself. Game modes and deck are chosen before initiating a match. Other inter-
actable parts of the user interface include the in-game shop, battle pass, deck selection 
and editing, player profile and ranked seasonal information (Picture 1).



ACTA  LUDOLOGICA

Picture 1: Pokémon TCG Live interface for smartphones (home screen; in-game store; Battle Pass)

Source: author’s screenshot from the game Pokémon TCG Live (The Pokémon Company International, 2023)

Differentiating Pokémon TCG 
Live from Its Competition

The most notable difference from other digital card games is the aforementioned 
lack of direct monetization. Digital TCGs that do not have a physical counterpart rely 
solely on microtransactions to sustain themselves, and even those that adapt an existing 
card game, e.g. Magic: The Gathering Arena, Yu-Gi-Oh! Master Duel (Konami, 2022) heav-
ily utilize in-game monetization. Other games in the genre, including the above examples, 
sell premium currency which the player can buy to obtain packs, cosmetic items such as 
avatars or card sleeves, and unlock premium battle pass variants, as well as soft currency 
which can be earned in the game and used to obtain booster packs. The premium cur-
rency is stereotypically represented by crystals, gems or other forms of precious stones. 
All forms of currency in Pokémon TCG Live are soft currencies, even crystals, which by 
their appearance and function allude to the connotation that they were supposed to play 
the role of premium currency. Even outside the visual processing of currencies, there are 
other aspects which suggest that there may have been some form of direct monetization 
planned during certain stages in development. The most striking practice in this regard is 
the implementation of a tiered season pass. The ability to upgrade the season pass to a 
premium variant is most commonly associated with either direct payment or usage of pre-
mium currency. As there are none of those things in Pokémon TCG Live, the design choice 
to lock a part of the pass behind an arbitrary ‘paywall’, which players can easily unlock, 
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evokes the feeling that there was supposed to be a layer of monetization in the game. The 
difference between premium and basic season passes is like that of a monetized game, 
with premium providing more booster packs and rare cards when unlocked. It can be at-
tributed to trend-chasing as well because all other prominent digital card games use vari-
ous types of monetized progression systems, with season passes being the most com-
mon. Season passes in digital card games mostly provide additional currencies, cards, 
packs and cosmetic items or alternative card arts without locking playable content behind 
a paywall.

The most unique aspect of Pokémon TCG Live, which was not yet recaptured by any 
of the competitors, is the direct connection of physical and digital card games by includ-
ing a redeemable code in every printed product. The only other card game that has at-
tempted to implement a similar connection is Magic: The Gathering Arena, but the scope 
of the code distribution is heavily limited. After the games release, the redemption codes 
for booster packs in Magic: The Gathering Arena were randomly inserted in booster packs 
but were not guaranteed. Later on, they were revised to only be included in pre-release kits 
or speciality products and can only be redeemed once per account for each set. Magic: 
The Gathering Arena instead shifted its focus more heavily to in-game monetization and 
even further distanced itself from its paper counterpart by incorporating digital-exclusive 
cards and formats, such as historic and alchemy. This created two similar, but freestand-
ing ecosystems which alienated their player base and slightly divided those who transi-
tioned from the old Magic: The Gathering Online (Leaping Lizard Software et al., 2002) 
client (SaffronOlive, 2018). Pokémon TCG Live on the other hand represents exact copy 
of physical game (at least for the standard format) and instead promotes both digital and 
physical play. The code distribution can also be seen as the only way the game is indirectly 
monetized. The player may purchase physical card packs if they wish to further expand 
their digital collection. However, there is a significant pricing difference when it comes to 
cost-per-pack in comparison with other digital card games. A digital card pack in other 
card games costs between one and two American dollars in general. With Pokémon TCG, 
a physical card pack can usually be found between three to six American dollars and the 
redemption code is considered a bonus feature rather than its selling point. As noted in 
the first chapter, physical cards have a monetary value and can be resold to recuperate or 
even exceed the entry cost. If the player wishes to only purchase the code to redeem on 
Pokémon TCG Live, they can utilize the secondary market. We must note that even though 
The Pokémon Company does not gain any direct revenue from the secondary market it-
self, cards that are being sold there must have been opened from their respective packs 
first, so the creators have already earned their share beforehand. The average price of a 
booster pack code card on the secondary market is about three to five cents, which is sig-
nificantly cheaper than any of the officially sold digital packs in other digital card games.

Another aspect that makes Pokémon TCG Live even more affordable than other 
games in the genre, is the fact that the game hands out powerful pre-constructed decks at 
the start of each new season. These decks contain multiple high-rarity cards and require 
little change to be meta-relevant.2 In other games, players must either pay to get enough 
resources in order to be able to create decks with similar power-levels, or play for a pro-
longed period of time. In Pokémon TCG Live, such decks are either given to players as they 

2	 Remark by the author: The term meta encompasses the most successful preparation strategies that are 
being utilized in order to win the game. In case of TCG, meta decks use the most powerful combinations 
of cards available in order to achieve strategic advantage. In other genres, such as MOBA, the meta game 
revolves around choosing statistically best characters before the game starts. Meta decks are usually well 
known in the given community and players either play them or attempt to design deck specifically to beat 
them, even if they are in a disadvantageous position against other, less powerful decks.
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log in after a new season begins or are incorporated into the first few tiers of season pass 
rewards. This makes it possible even for brand new players to compete without being at a 
disadvantage by not investing enough time or money into the game.

This, however, was been the case for their prior client – Pokémon TCG Online, as we 
can see in the shift in their design perspective. Pokémon TCG Online provided players with 
some initial decks, but their power-level was that of a beginner, entry-level product and 
they could not compete against meta decks. Ranked ladder rewards were more scarce 
and less impactful towards building a competitive deck, as well as harder to get, consid-
ering the entry barrier. Instead, the game provided - Pokémon TCG Online exclusive pre-
constructed format, where players could only use entry-level decks. There was also no 
crafting system. Instead, the game provided an auction house where people could post 
offers on cards they wanted and what they were willing to trade for them. The system was 
highly restrictive and gradually developed into a state where booster packs became an 
unofficial currency as players assigned the value of a certain card to a number of booster 
packs. This created an unintuitive environment that actively punished players for opening 
their earned packs instead of trading them for specific cards. Having played extensively 
during that time, the player-driven economics were off-putting for newcomers, as its rules 
were not explained anywhere. With less generous rewards compared to Pokémon TCG 
Live, new players without access to multiples of card pack codes had difficulties procuring 
a viable constructed deck and were forced to compete in the pre-constructed format or 
risk pairing against an opponent with a meta deck who they could not defeat.

Comparing Pokémon TCG Live to other digital card games as well as to its older 
version, it is apparent that the game has adapted to modern gaming sensibilities. Even 
though the game does not encompass any form of direct monetization, it still utilizes fea-
tures common for free-to-play games. It also holds a unique position on the market, where 
it has seamlessly intertwined with its physical counterpart, creating a synergic environ-
ment for both digital and physical players.

Conclusion: How to Categorize 
Pokémon TCG Live?

Instead of providing a clear answer, the analysis of Pokémon TCG Live prompts a 
question about how the game should be classified. Digital games have always had prob-
lems with their classifications, mostly connected to game genres (Clarke et al., 2015). 
Marketing and monetization strategies always seemed to be clearer with their categori-
zation. However, the purpose Pokémon TCG Live has in the gaming market is not as ob-
vious. The only certain classification that can apply to Pokémon TCG Live is that it is a 
free-to-play game, as it does not require any transaction in order to be played. But as 
there is no additional monetization, we can look for the exact purpose the game has as 
a part of digital-games market. The first option that comes to mind is that Pokémon TCG 
Live is an advertising game. Advergames, or adgames were primarily created as a source 
of propagation (Mago, 2016). At first glance, this classification seems plausible, as the 
only source of income Pokémon TCG Live can generate for The Pokémon Company is to 
influence players to purchase the physical trading cards. From a marketing perspective, 
the main purpose of the game may indeed just be another layer of advertising to help 
sell more trading cards. Nonetheless, looking at the analysed features the game provides,  
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Pokémon TCG Live surpasses the scope of an advergame. For competitive physical  
Pokémon TCG players, it serves as the main platform for playtesting. The ease of access 
not only to cards themselves, but also readily available opponents of similar skill levels 
allow them to refine their strategy before attending real-life tournaments and events, pro-
viding an invaluable resource for players looking to improve their skills and strategies. At 
the other end of the spectrum, there are players who exclusively play Pokémon TCG Live, 
without any tendency to expand their hobby to the printed variant. For those, the game 
plays a role of a standalone digital TCG. Because of that these players do not have the 
potential to be monetized, as they are not interested in the product that is being promoted 
to them, only in the game in and of itself. One could argue that due to the inclusion of 
digital card packs with randomized rewards, Pokémon TCG Live could serve as a possible 
gateway to gambling. The problem itself, however, does not lie solely within Pokémon TCG 
Live but can be attributed to the core concept of trading-card games in general, as both 
digital and physical booster packs follow the same principles as loot boxes. More research 
on said topic is necessary, as the structure of booster packs and card rarities have evolved 
significantly since the conception of trading card games emerged in the 1990s.

Furthermore, the lack of direct monetization can be connected to the detrimental 
shortcomings of the Pokémon TCG Live client. The game has been criticized for a mul-
titude of unfinished features and game-breaking glitches. As we already mentioned, the 
Expanded game mode is in an incomplete state. Many of the cards available in the printed 
version are not implemented into the game. This heavily limits the potential decks that can 
be used in Live compared to the printed counterpart as well as the training aspect of the 
format since players cannot face opponents using the missing cards that are prominently 
used in physical tournaments. Older card sets are planned to be added in the future, but 
there is no set date nor any development update on its progress. Glitches present a more 
problematic aspect and can directly impact the game experience for affected players. 
They vary from simple visual anomalies to actions that prevent the players from proceed-
ing further in the match. It is not uncommon to have the entire client freeze after playing a 
card in a situation that is not commonly associated with it (e.g. playing a card that allows 
the player to draw cards and then shuffles itself back into the deck when there are no 
more cards left in the deck to draw). Players who find out specific interactions that crash 
the game can abuse them in toxic manner in order to make both players lose the game to 
the client on purpose. Problematic cards were banned from play for extended duration of 
time (sometimes over a week) during the early stages of the game’s availability. Extended 
periods of unavailability for certain cards made it so people could not play their deck to 
its full potential or train against their strongest variants and severely limited games po-
tential as a training platform. Technical shortcomings are also the main reason for low 
review scores on Google Play and Apple App Store where it currently garners a review 
score of 2,8 and 2,9 out of 5 (“Pokémon TCG Live”, n.d.-a; n.d.-b). The dedicated part of the  
Pokémon TCG Live forum tracks user-submitted bug reports, where the majority of them 
point to game-crashing interactions or cards not behaving as intended in accordance with 
tabletop rulings. (“Pokémon TCG LIVE”, n.d.) The prolonged technical issues the game 
has been plagued with since launch could be resolved in more timely manner with more 
or better trained developers. This opens the question of whether monetizing the game di-
rectly would allow for better development staff and in turn for a better end-user experience.

Another aspect that must be considered is the fact that Pokémon TCG Live is still 
a part of an overarching, globally successful franchise and does not exist in a creative 
vacuum. The game client can thus serve multiple purposes. Its advertising purpose in the 
scope of entire franchise is undeniable, as the player is constantly exposed not only to the 
card game but also to characters and features that can be found in the entire franchise.  



ACTA  LUDOLOGICA

The progression system based on daily activity helps with player retention and even 
though the returning players are not directly monetized, they are still repeatedly interact-
ing with the franchise. At the same time, it serves as the main platform, where players 
can compete with each other outside the time-specific physical tournaments. Thanks to 
its generous reward system, it allows for experimentation or deck testing for competitive 
players and serves as the main way to play for those who do not have enough disposable 
income or otherwise cannot, or do not want to participate in physical play. It provides a 
place where players and fans of the franchise can experience the TCG without any major 
barrier to entry, except possible technical difficulties. Because of its multipurpose nature, 
it proves difficult to categorize it strictly as an advergame; simulation platform for play-
testing or a standalone digital card game; as it can stand in for any of those roles depend-
ing on the end user.

Another approach that could be considered even though Pokémon TCG Live was de-
veloped as a global product is through the lens of Japanese media mix, or more specifically 
anime media mix. Even though the term itself gained its current meaning in the 1980s, the 
concept itself can be traced much further to the late 1910s (Nakamura & Tosca, 2020). 
Media mix in its broader sense can be likened to the western media convergence, where 
media production is made with its transmedia potential in mind, with content being dis-
tributed through a wide variety of media types such as movies, books, games and comics. 
The difference between two types of media mix is pointed out by Steinberg (2012):

The marketing media mix aims to use the synergetic effect of multiple media in con-
cert to focus the consumer toward a particular goal – the purchase of the adver-
tiser’s product as the final endgame. The anime media mix, on the other hand, has 
no single goal or teleological end; the general consumption of any of the media mix’s 
products will grow the entire enterprise. Since each media-commodity is also an ad-
vertisement for further products in the same franchise, this is a consumption that 
produces more consumption. (Steinberg, 2012, p. 141)
Looking back at previous attempts at classification, even the position within the 

anime media mix is a bit problematic. With the indirect monetization model, there clearly 
is an end-goal for the Pokémon TCG Live; to make the player purchase the physical card 
game, even though it is not using direct forms of advertising. The Pokémon Company does 
not earn any profit from the players directly by having them play the game more, whereas 
in other media franchises, even watching an anime on television broadcast will earn the 
company royalties. It is undeniable that Pokémon TCG Live is a part of media mix strat-
egy, as it functions within a wider franchise distribution network and indirectly prompts 
the player to engage with other products within the franchise. However, even though the 
player is constantly presented with characters from the series, it does not directly allude 
to the wider franchise, but specifically to the card game itself. It hovers in between the 
traditional marketing media mix and the anime media mix. The modern practices of the  
Pokémon franchise within the media mix should be examined further, as available works 
either focus primarily on its initial success (Kondo et al., 2017) or do not take the large 
amount of spin-off products (including Pokémon TCG Live) into account (Gervasoni, 2019).

Lastly, The Pokémon Company has released a trailer and promotional information for 
an upcoming standalone digital Pokémon TCG titled Pokémon Trading Card Game Pocket 
that is projected for release in 2024 (“Pokémon Trading Card”, n.d.) From what is currently 
available we can discern that the game itself is focused on casual players, as the gameplay 
itself has been heavily simplified in comparison to the main card game. More importantly, 
the core feature of Pokémon Trading Card Game Pocket is the opening of card packs them-
selves as it is prominently shown in the trailer to be the main activity of the game. Players 
of Pokémon Trading Card Game Pocket will receive two free booster packs per day. It is yet 
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unclear how the further distribution of packs will be handled but the trailer itself states 
that the game will contain additional optional purchases. If additional packs will be avail-
able for purchase with hard currency and the main driving point of the game will remain in 
opening booster packs, Pokémon Trading Card Game Pocket will garner cause for concern 
due to its parallel with gambling gateway mechanics. We advise monitoring the game af-
ter release and comparing its strategy with other available digital TCGs. While Pokémon  
Trading Card Game Pocket will not replace Pokémon TCG Live, it targets the more vulner-
able demographics by being more casual and visibly aimed at younger players.
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ABSTRACT: 
Literature on the digital games industry and gaming history has for the most part focused 
on the global production centres of North America, Western Europe, Japan, and, lately, 
China. However, in recent years, a call to research the diverse and less dominant national 
contexts within which digital games are produced has been addressed. In this article, we 
shed light on early digital game development in Greece, covering the years between 1982 
and 2002. This particular region has been highly neglected by both domestic and inter-
national researchers. We approach Greek digital game development from both historical 
and cultural perspectives, through an investigation of how local game developers interact 
with a wide range of contextual facets in a complex interrelation between global and na-
tional conditions. This article argues that, in order to highlight the characteristics of early 
national game production cultures and digital games design, one must examine them as 
well under the broader cultural production ecosystem, along with the economic and insti-
tutional contexts and transformations within which digital game production takes shape.

KEY WORDS: 
cultural industries, digital games, digital games history, game design, Greece.
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Introduction
Most game researchers are focusing mainly on the ‘global’ sites of development and 

consumption of the digital game industry (Kerr & Cawley, 2012), where the large-scale 
digital game companies and international production networks are mostly concentrated, 
such as North America, Japan, Western and Nordic Europe, and, quite recently, China. It 
comes then as no surprise that literature on the history of digital games and the game 
industry such as, for example, Donovan’s (2010) or Williams’ (2017) monographs, tends 
to construct a generic, universal narrative – nevertheless, much instructive – around the 
Anglo-American and Japanese contexts and popular, in the Western press, digital games 
or established franchises. But as Jørgensen et al. (2015) have argued: “This bias is some-
what understandable, but one can argue that the major industries supported by large 
home markets provide a very particular and somewhat limited perspective on the origins 
of the global game industry” (p. 2). In addition, this view excludes to a great extent cul-
tures and practices of production that relate to less known, minor local digital game devel-
opment contexts, where alternative narratives and voices can be found that can unthread 
the diverse regional complexities of the global digital game industry.

In recent years though, media and game studies have started to address this gap. 
Kerr (2017) and Liboriussen and Martin (2016) argue that if we want to better understand 
the digital game industry and market, we should turn our attention to local digital game 
production and the various ways it is shaped by transnational forces and socio-cultural 
conditions. Accordingly, different scholars discuss how the interrelation between glob-
al and local factors influence the evolution and history of local game industries and its 
games’ genres (Parker & Jenson, 2017). Sotamaa (2021) shows similarly how the Finnish  
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digital game industry and national production cultures emerged through historical and 
political developments. Social historical studies on local digital game production have 
further been conducted on the informal production and distribution modes during 
the decades of 1980 and 1990 in Czechoslovakia (Švelch, 2018), the Slovak Republic  
(Koscelníková, 2021) and the UK (Wade, 2016), as well as in the Nordic countries  
(Jørgensen et al., 2015), where demoscenes helped in forming the current national digi-
tal game development landscape. At the same time, Nakamura and Wirman (2021) and 
Chew (2016) suggest a cultural approach, highlighting the transformations of digital game 
production practices in China and their effects on the design of Chinese online games in 
different historical phases. All these scholars show how gaming histories in diverse geo-
graphical positions have taken off during the last two decades, illuminating consequently 
the local game industries dynamics on the far side of transnational Japanese or American 
companies and digital games design.

On the other hand, a few cases still remain to be examined, having been ignored by 
game studies. This paper provides an overview of the history of digital game production 
in Greece. Today digital game development in Greece is thriving in terms of the number 
of established game studios and new digital games produced and released on the global 
markets through online platforms. In addition, digital games in Greece have been de-
veloped over approximately the last five decades – from the importation of British and 
American micro-computers to the current boom in local game development. However, 
so far the research about this particular region has been highly neglected by both na-
tional and international literature. There is just limited knowledge about the origins or 
the evolution of Greek digital gaming. Thus, the aim of this paper is to fill this gap by ex-
ploring the evolution and characteristics of early Greek digital game development from 
a historical perspective, drawing on Peterson and Anand’s (2004) production of culture 
approach.

More specifically, this investigation’s main objective is to provide a snapshot of a 
broader research framework that relates to mapping the production and cultural facets 
of digital game development in Greece, as well as the types and genres of local-produced 
digital games and the profiles of the people who developed them, over specific time spans. 
Since it is rather hard for a single person to find and analyse all the Greek digital games 
and companies, we will focus here on the main production events, challenges, and digi-
tal games that relate to this specific local digital game production context’s origins. This 
research can be understood as a map which can be further divided into several papers. 
Therefore, this paper is an attempt to collect available information and add data from the 
research, offering a brief overview of the history of digital game production in Greece dur-
ing its first twenty years: from 1982 to 2002. In this article, we are particularly interested 
in how early local digital game developers of a marginalized – regarding the global indus-
try – region with limited resources interact with cultural, political, legal, and technological 
aspects, gaming markets and genres.

In particular, this investigation is structured as follows. The first section discusses 
the methodological research models we follow, and the method tools adopted, aiming 
at shedding light on the historical evolution of the digital game development in Greece. 
Next, the second section presents the research results, focusing on the early days of 
Greek digital games. This section is divided into two time periods which, in our opinion, 
mark a number of important transformations that shape local digital game development 
cultures and designs, covering the origins of Greek gaming, from the early 1980s to the 
early 2000s.
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Methodology
This research began in 2019 as part of a thesis project to map contemporary Greek 

digital games development. It became clear that, unlike other local game industries where 
their evolution and current industrial production traits can be traced in narratives and 
contextual factors dating back to the 1980s or 1990s (Joseph, 2013; Parker & Jenson, 
2017; Ernkvist & Ström, 2018; Chew, 2016; Nakamura & Wirman, 2021; Daiiani & Keogh, 
2022), contemporary game developers seem to not share any coherent narrative with the 
past. In fact, their knowledge about the national gaming history is similar to the general 
public: unknown; or at best, deficient. The research on commercial gaming, not to men-
tion its origins, is also non-existent. The only academic work we could find on this matter 
is the PhD thesis of Lekkas (2014) about the Greek micro-computer hacker community in 
the 1980s. But even though it illuminates, in many aspects, parts about the origins of local 
gaming, it is restricted to localized uses of early computer programming rather than on 
digital game making. The investigation on Greek gaming history becomes all the more dif-
ficult considering that digital game production is characterized by constant disruptions. 
There is not any transparent production continuity, with the exemption of the related, dia-
chronic struggles and challenges that Greek developers endure, from different periods. 
And as we have argued elsewhere (Theodoropoulos, 2023), contrary to other Western 
countries, there has not been any industrial fabric to provide a formal, solid shape to the 
national indie gaming context. Therefore, there never was any official attempt – nor even 
an informal one – to map the different developers or archive Greek digital games.

Here, we elaborate, very briefly, on the theoretical frameworks and methodological 
tools we use to this day with the aim of uncovering a highly fragmented cultural media his-
tory such as that of digital games in Greece. More specifically, there are two interrelated 
theoretical approaches that illuminate the present investigation: a cultural approach to 
national gaming history and an attempt to frame it under a wider media ecosystem.

First, when assembling a local digital game production history, it is important to 
place it in an examination of how economic, socio-political, and cultural factors influence 
production cultures in a national context. For example, the emergence of the current lo-
cal gaming environment is certainly as shaped by the consequences of the financial cri-
sis as by the various technological and market trends of the global digital game industry 
(Theodoropoulos, 2023). For this reason, ‘our’ history draws on the contextual factors 
of the production of culture perspective (Peterson & Anand, 2004), which identifies six 
contextual facets (technology, industry and organizational structure, market, occupa-
tional roles, legislative framework) as central elements of shaping cultural production and 
cultural products like digital games. We follow this perspective to understand how Greek 
developers experience and interact with these contextual facets, as the latter are trans-
formed and changing, in a national context. Additionally, as Sotamaa (2021) indicates, 
when adopting a cultural approach to digital game production and, generally, to gaming 
content: “instead of looking at games or their design ‘as such’” it is more fruitful to exam-
ine “the traditions, conventions, and practices around them and the cultural, social, and 
historical environments in which they originate” (p. 4).

This approach is related to the second one, which regards digital games as a sym-
bolic work within the broader cultural industry landscape. In particular, we place the na-
tional history of digital games as an integral part of a larger media ecosystem where digital 
games are interconnected with contiguous technological and cultural sectors. Accord-
ingly, this research follows the Greek developers as they interact and are influenced his-
torically by other types of media and cultural industries artefacts or practices, both local 
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and global. For example, this can be understood by the influence that the importation 
of micro-computers had in the Greek market; the role that computer and, later, gaming 
magazines played in popularizing digital games in the 1980s. It is also important to note 
that, at least in the Greek case, the interaction of local developers with other media, occa-
sionally, worked as a way to overcome challenges associated with being marginalized from 
the global game industry. This means that some local digital game studios adopted video 
and photographic cameras and other similar artefacts to create content that could relate 
to 3D computer graphics, that were the dominant industry trend in the 1990s and 2000s, 
to compete with the wider industry.

Three types of methodological tools were utilized to collect data according to the 
aforementioned theoretical frameworks for investigating the history of digital games in 
Greece.

The first type of tool is interview data. 33 semi-structured interviews were conduct-
ed between 2019 and 2023, in Greek, with professionals and hobbyist game developers 
for the purpose of a larger research on digital game production in Greece. We moreover 
conducted informal interviews with people who once participated in digital game develop-
ment. The interviews followed the oral history tradition (Thompson, 2000) which allows 
for a greater examination of the lived experiences and memory of people whose narratives 
widen the construction of a certain historical topic. Since there are huge gaps of knowl-
edge in Greek gaming history and there is not any formal or informal digital games’ archive 
in the country, interviews played an extremely important method for accessing knowledge 
that otherwise would be lost over time. The majority of the collected information for the 
present investigation exist in the experiences and memories of the interviewees. Follow-
ing ethical principles, all interviewees were anonymised, informed of the scope of the use 
of the information provided and consented to its possible citation.

The second tool is primary data collection through documents. More specifically, 
data was collected from various sources, such as media reports, archived news surveys, 
product commentaries, magazines, and paratexts like in-game box booklets. In addition 
to this, equally important in data collection was the online retro gaming archival sites 
where enthusiasts were discussing or uploading material – such as the digital games 
themselves – associated with Greek gaming.

This leads us to the third tool used, that is playing some of the digital games in or-
der to better understand their design. That was not always possible due to technological 
incompatibility or the nonexistence in any online form or emulator. Therefore, we chose 
instead to access materials we collected, such as manuals, in-game screenshots, or by 
watching walkthrough videos found on YouTube and other online platforms.

A Period of Adventures  
and Pirates, 1982-1992

Confining national gaming history to short periods contains the risk of excluding 
many thematic lines and events. As we already mentioned, the research presented should 
be read as a map or a call for more studies to be conducted, while it is open to dialogical 
discussion. Periodization in this article deals in lieu of what we consider as major trends 
and transformations of the Greek production gaming history. Principally those that gave 
form to the production cultures in each period. The years between 1982 and 1990 can be 
identified in two definable occurrences: the hatching of the production of digital games 
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in  Greece and the very amateur spirit of the early developers, that began to decline to 
some extent by the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Even though, creating digital games and experimenting with computing was quite 
vibrant, several early Greek developers discontinued their game production as informality 
and the technological obsolescence of 8-bit and 16-bit computers could not promise or 
offer much promise for profitability and professionalization after 1991 when other sys-
tems begun to prevail. Furthermore, in contrast to other European cases (cf. Švelch, 2018; 
Jørgensen et al., 2015; Pérez-Latorre & Navarro-Remesal, 2021) which started off national 
proto-game development and distribution with the establishment of mainframe comput-
ers in laboratories and universities in the post-war era, and popularity of arcade machines, 
up until the 1980s there was no trace of proto-Greek games. It is sufficient to argue that 
before the under-examination period, the culture of playing digital games was neglected 
to a certain extent. However, the existence of national manufacturers of computers or 
arcade machines was also extremely scarce to help cultivate an interest in experimenting 
with digital game making. In our opinion this is because of what Dritsa et al. (2018) have 
argued:

… there is no continuity in the development of computing in Greece. Instead, the evo-
lution is punctuated with bursts of technological developments. … Possible reasons 
include the market’s small size and insularity, the high cost of equipment relative 
to the GDP, red tape, complex localization requirements, and the lack of awareness 
regarding IT’s benefits. (Dritsa et al., 2018, p. 57)
These technological bursts not only affected Greek digital game production in the 

1980s but continue to this day. In consideration with Lekkas’ (2014) study and our re-
search on the analysis of the archive data, digital games, and interviews, there are three 
key factors that emerged throughout the period between 1982 and 1992 and which gave 
form and shaped the origins of digital game production cultures in Greece. These key fac-
tors can be outlined as follows: a) the advent of micro-computers, b) the wide circulation 
of computer magazines and diffusion of gaming listings, and c) the importance of informal 
practices like piracy and cloning.

By 1982, numerous 8-bit micro-computers as the Sinclair ZX Spectrum, Commo-
dore 64, Oric Atmos, BBC micro, Dragon 32/65 and, after 1985, 16-bit micro-computers 
like the Atari ST, to name but a few, started to enter the Greek hardware market, to which 
those technologies were utterly new (Lekka et al., 2012). Even if it was a small market, 
micro-computer sales were booming as marked by the very high sales in Greece through-
out the examined decade. Eventually, a new computer and programming culture was born 
among the Greek users. In particular, the British Sinclair ZX81 and American Commodore 
64 became the most popular platforms in numbers of sales (Lekkas, 2014), but also in 
terms of the digital games and gamified demos being produced for these two platforms, 
as our research has found.

Lekkas (2014) argues that the popularity of these technological platforms was due 
to their extremely low price, their easy installation that did not demand high technological 
expertise from the Greek users, who by then did not have any computing knowledge, and 
finally digital games. For the most part, digital games – in the form of ‘computer games’ – 
tended in time to occupy all the other possible uses of micro-computers either by creating 
or playing them (Lekkas, 2014). Digital games, thus, turned into a very strong reason to 
buy a computer. It is interesting to note that, eventually, micro-computers ended up be-
ing called ‘as such’. Greek users and computer magazines were alternatively calling these 
platforms game machines (Lekkas & Tympas, 2020). In line with Lekkas, the saleswoman 
of Egefalos, which was one of the most known computer stores in Athens, mentioned in 
a recent interview that games for micro-computers were so popular that “we only sold 
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computers that (were meant for) playing games” like those of Sinclair and Commodore 
(Kostas “The Punisher”, 2023, p. 56). Not being able to create games for consoles and ar-
cades because of the lack of the related infrastructure (and marginalization from the other 
Western markets), those alternative Game Machines must be considered as a milestone 
in Greek gaming history.

Picture 1: Pixel had a permanent column for how to crack a digital game’s code. This issue offers the program listing of 

Pinball Wizard (Sagittarian Software, 1983)1

Source: Tsouanas, 1985, p. 40

Computer magazines also emerged in 1982. By the end of the decade, twenty-
seven computer magazines were being circulated (Dritsa et al., 2018; Lekkas, 2014), 
most of which transformed computer gaming-only oriented content. Magazines like 
Pixel, Micromad, Game Pro, User, among others, played a central role not only in the 
proliferation of computer sales, but also to the nascent local digital game production.  

1	 Remark by the author: Title transl.: “Break Pinball”. Sketch transl.: “But, it’s against the law!” “Crack!”.
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Computer magazines helped Greek users to familiarize themselves with micro-comput-
ers and their use, which at the same time further functioned as an educational inter-
mediary to programming expertise and, more notably, to learn how to program digital 
games. As Lekkas and Tympas (2020) note: “In the absence of formalized education in 
computing, this user-programmer was to be trained through the magazine by participat-
ing in the collective production and use of program listings” (p. 6). In the Greek case, the 
program listings that magazines were distributing constituted the main pillar for local 
users to train and learn how to make a digital game on their micro-computer at home. 
Written on a page of a computer magazine, those listings were essentially computing 
commands, which, if you transferred them to a micro-computer, allowed you to ‘run’ a 
software program. As the demand for digital games was intense, a high proportion of 
listings were in the form of learning how to break the code of popular micro-computer 
games by cracking it, with the intention to ‘run’ and play costly titles for free as Picture 1 
shows, openly promoting the culture of hackers and piracy. Interestingly enough, almost 
all the interviews we conducted with local developers from the 1980s and 1990s consid-
ered gaming listings as the exclusive source on becoming competent in programming. 
As one interviewee mentions: 

Back then we were not able to purchase all the games we wanted to play. So, the list-
ings on magazines helped a lot. You could type the printed code of a game and then 
play it. But it was also very helpful for someone who didn’t know (coding) and wanted 
to learn how to create games. That’s how I started game development, through typ-
ing listing and adding little by little, small changes.
Finally, this type of cost-free distribution of micro-computer digital games, which 

simultaneously encouraged hacking and programming, should be investigated in light 
of informal pirating and production – similarly to other countries’ gaming origins, such 
as Italy (Fassone, 2017), Iran (Daiiani & Keogh, 2022), and Czechoslovakia in the 1980s 
(Švelch, 2018; Koscelníková, 2021). The enforcement of the then, newly constructed in-
tellectual property rights was nonexistent. Consequently, individuals via local computer 
shops, mail or hand-in-hand exchange would extensively distribute cheap illegal copies of 
foreign digital games: “I sold five copies of games I cracked for the price of one”, as one in-
terviewee pointed out. Local amateur crackers were for the most part teenager computer 
enthusiasts and university students, coding alone or along with a limited group of friends 
in their spare time.

Rather than having political sensitivities (Švelch, 2018) or showing off their skills 
(Jørgensen et al., 2015), Greek crackers followed approximately the same practice as in 
the Italian context of what Fassone (2017) calls soft-hacking. They cracked the copy pro-
tection of a foreign digital game to add a different intro with their name on it,2 to make 
it look as though it was made originally by them, or just attached small changes in the 
code in order to alter some visual or gameplay features. Maybe the most popular change 
they would incorporate was adding extra or never-ending lives or erasing game over mode, 
similar to today’s mods. A potent example of soft-hacking practice is Gunhed (Hellenic 
Software, 1990) (Picture 2) a space shooter for ZX Spectrum computers, which is actu-
ally a clone of Delfox (Zeus Software, 1988). The only change that the Greek cracker made 
was to replace the intro with a pseudo name’s company, Hellenic Software, as well as to 
displace the original soundtrack with a midi music cover of Paranoid by Black Sabbath in 
the intro and The Final Countdown by Europe when the gameplay starts. 

2	 Remark by the author: Usually was a pseudonym like a faux company’s name or the cracker’s gaming 
nickname.
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Picture 2: Screenshots from the game Gunhed by Hellenic Software (aka Theodoros Develegas) for ZX Spectrum

Source: author’s screenshot from the game Gunhed (Hellenic Software, 1990)

Computer shops such as the well-known Thomas Soft would distribute lists with 
original digital game titles, from which you could ask for one and then their in-house crack-
er was able to crack it. But that professional type of cracker was quite scarce. The major-
ity of local amateurs favour the development of text-based adventure games, containing 
very simple graphics and gameplay, which required typing commands. Even though they 
may lack originality, what is interesting is the use of Greek character fonts (Picture 3) and 
‘greeklish’3 on local adventure games that also relied on program listings and which be-
came the most popular digital games produced in the national context.

Picture 3: An example of using Greek fonts for creating fantasy text-adventure Ηρακλής [Hercules] for Commodore 64

Source: author’s screenshot from the game Hercules (Pim Software, 1987)

3	 Remark by the author: Greeklish is a term describing the use of Greek language written with the Latin script. 
It became a widely popular term in Greece with the emergence of social media where users tended to use 
Greeklish to communicate with each other.
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Another example of localization are digital games in which the cracker gives full au-
thorship to original companies, but offers a full translation of a particular digital game in 
Greek. While in some other titles, as in the unlicensed translation of Footballer of the Year 
(Gremlin Graphics, 1986), he4 replaces the names of English teams with teams named 
from the Greek league (i.e. Aek and Olympiakos), providing full credit to the original devel-
opers of Gremlin Graphics (Picture 4). In general, it can be argued that the Greek language 
localization makes them distinctive from the latinized texts of the other European digital 
games. Most of them targeted developer’s friends and family members. Most of these lo-
cal digital games are lost in the abyss. Further research is required.

 
Picture 4: The British digital game Footballer of the Year localized in Greek

Source: “Footballer of the Year”, n.d.

Nevertheless, piracy apparently seemed not to be a sustainable practice. Local 
publishers and distributors were completely absent as there was not any connection to 
foreign markets at that time for Greek developers. But also, the lack of coordination and 
technological policy, the wider societal fear of information technologies among Greek so-
ciety, the small domestic market, and the lack of original ideas restricted any opportunity 
for professionalization and bridges to the growth of an industrial structure, as happened 
in other European cases.

A Period of Chaos  
and Formalization, 1993-2002

The second generation of local game developers saw the dawn of a very vivid period, 
but still immature and chaotic in comparison with digital game industries in North Amer-
ica, Japan, or Western Europe. In spite of that, during 1993 and 2002 one can observe in-
tensive digital games development in Greece. The exclusive hobbyist gaming production 
cultures of micro-computers started to be replaced by more professionalized forms of 
game development on PC, which stimulated the birth of the first Greek game companies 
which invested on digital games. Therefore, in that transformative period, an important 
number of original digital games and newly established national game studios (i.e. ama-
teur teams or teams of individuals without the legal status of a company), game produc-
tion and distribution companies, continuously appeared.

4	 Remark by the author: As in most 1980s national gaming contexts (Wade, 2016), producing, hacking, and 
cracking digital games was young boys only playing field also in Greece.
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Although an industrial and organizational structure was not sufficiently constructed 
to solemnly synthesize a long-term sustainable ecosystem that could help local develop-
ers to internationalize and grow, the broad diffusion of commercial Greek digital games 
in the national market would characterize a fruitful period for local gaming production. A 
tendency towards a more formal and fresh proto-industry appeared.

The first Greek digital game company was Spin Software, which released 10 digital 
games for 16-bit micro-computers and PCs in 1993. It was a subsidiary company of Com-
pupress which was responsible for the diffusion of computer magazines, like Computer 
for All and Pixel, and thus were pioneers of the distribution of program listings and the 
training of Greek computer users (Lekkas & Tympas, 2020). An interviewee who was one 
of the directors of Compupress at the time, told us that the company, already established 
by then, had successfully submitted a proposal to the ECC for 50% co-funding of digital 
games production. That’s how Spin Software was initially born. This was quite innovative 
for the time. Years before national government support and EU initiatives dedicated to 
gaming (Kerr, 2013; Nieborg & de Kloet, 2017), Spin Software became then a potent ex-
ample of a European digital game company that ensured early public funding. Despite not 
having in-house game developers or ways to find professionals, they took an alternative 
route, as in the Italian case of Simulmondo – also one of the first digital game companies 
in Italy – who did before (see Venturi, 2020): they posted a call, Pixel for amateurs, to send 
an original digital game copy. Eventually, the developers with the best copies would be 
rewarded with a job in Spin Software via which they could develop with others a better ver-
sion of their digital games with the purpose of publishing it on the local market. That how 
Vaggelis Kratsas developed Vandor: 10 Δοκιμασίες [Vandor: The 10 Challenges] (Kratsas, 
1993) (Picture 5), the first Greek commercial text-based adventure game with colourful 
graphics:

After I finished the text adventure, I sent it to Pixel and after a while I received a 
phone call which invited me to go the magazine’s office. There they … explained to 
me that Compupress has a (new) game production company, Spin Software, and 
that they liked the text adventure, so they wanted to collaborate on the creation of a 
graphic adventure title, which I wrote. I accepted the offer and begun designing the 
new adventure [game]. (Fallen Angel, 2017)

Picture 5: Screenshot of the commands given in Greek of the game Vandor: The 10 Challenges, published by Spin 

Software

Source: Fallen Angel, 2017
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This event indicates to some extent how Greek digital game amateurs gradually 
started to transform into professionals, organized inside a company structure. Spin Soft-
ware, however, even if it managed to distribute ten commercial titles in 1993, failed to 
meet expectations relatively quickly. As a director at the company states:

The idea was to further grow to a big software house like those in the UK and else-
where. We wanted to be the first ones to construct a [digital] game industry in Greece 
and accumulate the best talents. But unfortunately, there wasn’t adequate interest 
from the market5 and the consumers, resulting in its suspension and not evolving to 
the creation of a Greek gaming software house as planned from the beginning. After 
all, against this was a big part of the Greek PC gamers whose faith was in the famous 
‘information wants to be free’ [original in English].
On the other hand, in our opinion, there were larger domestic and international chal-

lenges than piracy and the disinterest of the market, which highlight the production cul-
tures of the local game studios that emerged during this period. To better illustrate this 
point, the organization structures local game companies followed were apparently messy 
to chaotic. Most local game studios consisted mainly of very small teams of one-to-four 
individuals, producing between one to three digital games. There was not any form of divi-
sion of labour. Everyone was doing a little bit of something, where a developer embraced 
labour intensive multi-tasking practices and who was simultaneously a writer, a director, a 
programmer, as well as occasionally being responsible for marketing promotion.

Moreover, one of the biggest obstacles those early developers faced was the deafen-
ing absence of game development expertise and the experience needed to learn how to 
produce and market digital games and run a related company. Training in game develop-
ment most of the time was learned in situ, through trial-and-error or from the feedback 
of consumers received only after a digital game’s release. Many also had second jobs to 
make a living. All this resulted in various precarious forms of working conditions, preva-
lent in the wider digital games industry (Consalvo, 2008). Thus, although the profession-
alization and commercialization of local digital game production had begun, the amateur 
structures adopted were dominant. Nonetheless, the production cultures of the early 
digital game companies in Greece were close to what today we call indie gaming (Ruffino, 
2013), way before the American-focused documentary Indie Game: The Movie (Swirsky 
& Pajot, 2012). This is rather expressed by the professional development team of Anima 
Interactive in the manual of their first FMV title, Συνωμοσίες [Conspiracies] (Anima Inter-
active, 2002) (Picture 6):

The team of the individuals who worked are primarily ‘gamers’ like you, that have 
much appetite and passion to create a game with Greek dialogue, protagonists, and 
a lot of humour. The difficulties we faced seemed often to be insurmountable and the 
option to quit was the most rational choice. But our faith that there are people out 
there that’d love a Greek game armed us with the required courage and strength to 
carry it out.
A peculiar case of small developers that started as a small team and then became 

large during this period was Gennadios School Publications. As its name points out, it 
formed inside a well-known private school in Athens by members who worked there as 
teachers. Despite the limited budget and lack of hard notion corporate hierarchy, the com-
pany was creatively autonomous from the rest of the school. It began to steadily grow in 
size after the successful release of three short arcade-like/semi-visual novel titles based 
on the universally famous myths of Hercules (Gennadios School Publications, 1996) the 

5	 Remark by the author: More precisely, here, he means that the brick-and-mortar stores were not interested 
in the risk involved in buying and eventually selling a digital game ‘made in Greece’. 
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Hunchback of Notre Dame (Gennadios School Publications, 1997) and Mulan (Gennadios 
School Publications, 1999), targeting 6-12 year old children. More than a random choice, 
those digital games for PC were based on Disney animation movies of the same name. 
Therefore, they capitalized informally on the success of a global conglomerate, making 
unlicensed Disney digital games: 

As you can understand, if Disney was about to release a movie during Christ-
mas, we tried to take advantage of the fuss and publish our same [content] title  
simultaneouslywith Disney. If we had released it later, we would have lost loads of mon-
ey. … So, we capitalized on the fuzziness of the huge marketing that Disney was doing.

Picture 6: Box cover of the game Conspiracies for PC by Anima Interactive6

Source: author’s photo taken from the cover of the game Συνωμοσίες (Anima Interactive, 2002)

This is just one of the many examples of how, marginalized from the global industry 
game companies can find alternative ways to create and promote digital games in symbiosis 
with transnational cultural products. But that was not the only cultural industry Gennadios 
School Publications converged with. As it was difficult to search for individuals with a digital 

6	 Remark by the author: Text transl.: “The first Greek adventure game. With Greek protagonists, Greek texts 
and Greek subtitles”. As already argued it is not truly the first Greek adventure digital game, but it’s one of 
the first that uses FMV technology in Greece.
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game programming or designing background, the company instead decided to put empha-
sis on animations. As a result, it tended to collaborate with comic/sketch artists and, most 
importantly, it established good relations with the Department of Graphic Design of the Uni-
versity of West Attica, from which the company contracted the majority of its employees. 

Furthermore, in order to avoid competition with the more popular foreign game com-
panies, it adopted rigorous marketing campaigns in rural areas where it was not easy to 
buy digital games, as well as collaborating not only with local computer stores, but also 
with many bookstores; namely, places where it was not usual to find gaming products. 
This marketing tactic was eagerly adopted by the two other digital game publishers (MLS 
and Centric). In this sense, we believe that convergence with other cultural sectors (edu-
cation, comics, books, graphic design), instead of with high-technology industries, is sig-
nificant for production cultures and media historiography, as, in the case of Gennadios 
we can observe a type of ‘media convergence’ (Jenkins, 2006) that happened locally in a 
marginalized context, before convergence as a concept became popular.

Finally, the company’s signature title was the shoot’em-up Κρίση στο Αιγαίο [Crisis 
at Aegean Sea] (Gennadios School Publications, 1998) (Picture 7), considering its popu-
larity among Greek consumers. Yet, it developed internally a diverse library of numerous 
digital games and published many other titles produced externally by smaller local teams: 
from arcade-style, shooters, and multimedia/educational titles to punkish (Γίνε Πρόεδρος 
Ποδοσφαίρου [Become Football President] [Volax Interactive, 1999]) and gothic themed 
(Erevos [Nyx, 2002]) digital games. 

Picture 7: Crisis at Aegean Sea by Gennadios School Publications

Source: Hall of First Person Games – Obscure FPS Archiv, 2019

Another notable Greek digital game studio of this period was Volax Interactive (after 
2000 it would be renamed as Icehole Games) and InterAction Studios. Both are operated 
mainly by one-person teams – collaborating with no more than two third-party individuals  
for each title and have developed acclaimed digital games, including World Basketball  
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Manager (Volax Interactive, 1998) and Chicken Invaders (InterAction Studios, 2002) 
which since then have had multiple sequels, respectively. Those two local digital game 
studios would be the longest running developers in the Greek context. InterAction, the old-
est active Greek digital game company, is still publishing titles up to this day, while Icehole 
only ceased operation during 2019. An investigation in to the design of early Greek digital 
games shows that it is strongly influenced by cultural, social, technological, and economic 
facets of interrelated global and local specificities.

The mid-90s was a crucial era for digital games industry. It experienced the tran-
sition from two-dimensional (2D) to three-dimensional (3D) graphical representation in 
digital game design, along with the release of game consoles from the USA and from Japa-
nese manufacturers that were introduced with highly polished blockbuster digital games 
(Arsenault et al., 2013). Titles like DOOM (id Software, 1993), 3D processor units for PCs 
from 1995 onwards, and Nintendo, PlayStation or Xbox home consoles permeated inter 
alia gaming (consumer) culture also in Greece. In these circumstances, what does then 
eventually happen for marginalized Greek developers, who work with fewer resources in 
smaller teams, as well as lack digital game making experience and knowledge, when de-
mand is determined foremost by foreign goods?

The Greek-developed digital games of this particular period strive for visibility that 
functions under distinctive national features. There is a need to create a Greek style on the 
one hand, in addition to the need to produce something than can relate, at least, visually 
to international standards, on the other. Consequently, the majority of local developers 
are using exclusively Greek fonts in-game, including paratexts written also in the Greek 
language. In the case of FMV games such as Conspiracies and later Συνομωσίες ΙΙ: Φονικό 
Δίκτυο [Conspiracies II: Lethal Networks] (Anima Interactive, 2011), you can hear actors 
speaking and interacting with objects in their native language. In today’s hyper-globalized 
world, it is rather rare to play a digital game entirely in Greek, but for that time, this strat-
egy promoted equivalent accessibility and – at the risk ofsounding nationalistic – digi-
tal cultural products that expressed a different, more locally-produced cultural content. 
Greek digital games thus offered a welcoming alternative for the local players.

In accordance with that, there is moreover an extensive tendency in using lo-
cal themes inspired by Greek humour and history or contemporary events and culture 
mixing them with international established genres. An example is Ναυμαχία [Battleship] 
(Spin Software, 1993) which is basically a WWII version of the famous foreign board game  
Battleship where Greek partisans fight Nazis. The digital game simulates the game-
play aesthetics of the original board game. But it adds sarcastic Greekish names to the  
German soldiers, while mocking players when they miss a number of rounds, presenting 
a pre-rendered animation and lines from the humourist shadow play from Greek folklore 
‘Karagiozis’. The military-themed Crisis at Aegean Sea is set in an alternate present where 
Turks have occupied Greece –which the player must liberate– due to a political misun-
derstanding. The game’s narrative is apparently contextualized by the Greek-Turkish  
incident in 1996. Become Football President (Volax Interactive, 1999), published by  
Gennadios School Publications, satirizes the popular series Football Manager utilizing simple 
mechanics and comic-style graphics. Rather than being a sport manager simulation, the 
title developed by Thanasis Triantafyllou, who went on to form Icehole Games in the early 
2000s, makes you take the role of a Greek football president who will speak in vulgar lan-
guage, fix matches and bribe referees in the Greek football league, parodying overall the 
corruption which dominates ‘traditional’ football in Greece. The Chicken Invaders series 
is a direct parody of Space Invaders (Taito, 1978). More broadly, the presence of humour, 
satire, and parody in digital games in a localized context, developed along with more glob-
al genres and digital games, can be argued that belongs to a greater extent to the wider  
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European traditions and styles of digital games produced throughout the 1980s and 
1990s (Pérez-Latorre & Navarro-Remesal, 2021).

On the other side of the coin, local digital games must also be examined at the 
same time as transnational products. Our research assumes that with the exemption of  
InterAction Studios whose solo developer created a proprietary engine, all the other Greek 
developers adopted programming languages and bought ready-made game engines of that 
time from abroad. Usually, they were cheap, relatively easy to very easy and flexible to use 
languages and all-in-one tools, which had the capability to enable digital game production 
for individuals who did not have any particular programming knowledge, as Unity and Unreal 
engines have been doing from 2014 onwards (see Nicoll & Keogh, 2019). It’s interesting to 
note that several of the hardware and tools used were technologically obsolete, something 
that resembles other cases in the European periphery during the 1990s (Švelch, 2021).

Either way, Greek digital games further involve globally recognizable genres, designed 
in a way to meet, as much as possible, the expectations of the national market in which 
players are mostly consuming foreign titles. Titles, for instance, like space-shoot-‘em-up 
Απόδραση-Runaway [Escape-Runaway] (CyberTech Creations, 1998), published by MLS, 
has been, where possible, created by using pre-rendered graphics to look visually like a 3D 
digital game. In some cases, however, it is rather intriguing that local developers turned their 
attention to technologies from different cultural sectors, as argued by an interviewee: “We 
well understood that people wanted 3D and we didn’t know how to construct such graph-
ics. So, we thought of different alternatives when our colleague brought a Sony Mavica”.

More specifically, Anima Interactive, which begun as a TV advertisement produc-
tion company, took advantage of the importation of the first HD video cameras and HD 
systems in Greece and used real humans via a blue screen, to integrate FMV photorealism 
in their title. In a similar way, Συμμορία των Αθηνών [Gang of Athens] (Gennadios School 
Publications, 2000) (Picture 8) by Gennadios School Publications, is an FPS, designed 
entirely from thousands of static photos thanks to then new digital cameras. In its pro-
duction, in place of NPCs and avatars, student cinema/theatre actors played the roles of 
the Athenian ‘gang’: “I am speaking now for ultra-photorealist graphics. They couldn’t get 
any better. It was real photography!”. That also means that a player could navigate in the 
Athenian environment of that period through still images.

Picture 8: Shooting inside the Greek metro station of Omonia of the 1990s, using still photography

Source: author’s screenshot from the game Συμμορία των Αθηνών (Gennadios School Publications, 2000)
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Finally, a special mention should be written about Erevos (Nyx, 2002) (Picture 9) by 
Nyx studio from Thessaloniki – the only developer team from Thessaloniki, “the darkest ever 
themed game from Greece”. It is a first-person horror adventure game where you play as a 
vampire. Erevos was produced on the, by then, obsolete programing language of Visual Ba-
sic and most of its 3D graphics are mainly pre-rendered images. Yet, this digital game also 
makes use of still photography and cut-scenes,7 created using again digital video cameras 
with real individuals. Additionally, the final in-game aesthetics were inspired by the Ameri-
can film Blair Witch Project (Myrich & Sánchez, 1999) released the year the game started 
production. In a way, Erevos feels like you are playing in a vampiresque version of the film 
with disturbing moments. A unique immersive aspect of its design is not allowing gameplay 
during the day due to a specific mechanic, that locks-out players. That makes sense, since 
the protagonist avatar is a vampire and the narration happens at night. Thus, in order to 
play you must open it after midnight, otherwise changing the computer’s clock is required.

 
Picture 9: Screenshots from the horror game Erevos by Nyx and its Blair Witch Project vibes

Source: author’s screenshots from the game Erevos (Nyx, 2002)

All the aforementioned Greek digital games cited in this section must be examined 
as potent examples of how the global digital game industry and, generally, internationally 
cultural or technological trends are concurrently shaping whilst at the same time interre-
lated with locally-produced titles. This condition will change radically in the next few years. 
From now on, Greek developers will attempt to internationalize, as digital platforms with 
new opportunities will steadily come to the surface. Yet, this highly transnational aspect 
of digital game production cultures in Greece, during those years, are what makes early 
Greek gaming design style distinctive just like ‘French touch’ or ‘Italian connection’ design 
traits (Donovan, 2010).

Conclusion
This article contributes to shedding light on the early digital game production cul-

tures and digital games design in Greece, spanning 1982 to 2002. Greek digital game 
development has been absent in any form of referencing by domestic or international 
studies. Studies that offer insights on either global (Kerr, 2017) or European digital game 
production contexts (Nieborg & de Kloet, 2017; Pérez-Latorre & Navarro-Remesal, 2021), 

7	 Remark by the author: Cut-scenes were first introduced in the 1990s, often offering a cinematic appeal to 
digital games. It is not a coincidence that the developers of Erevos chose to add cut-scenes to their title, 
following the design trends of the era.
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as well as works on gaming history (Donovan, 2010; Williams, 2017), have ultimately  
overlooked this national case study. Of course, this can also be a symptom of the relatively 
small number of active game scholars in Greece, in conjunction with the equally small 
size of the local digital game development community and the wider indifference local 
developers experience from both national institutions and the public. Therefore, following 
the recent call for a more localized research approach to digital game production, we at-
tempted to reconstruct the history of the early Greek digital game development context 
by focusing on the various transformations and tendencies that took place. We argued 
that the production of digital games in Greece is shaped by a complex interaction of local 
and global conditions and trends, within a larger cultural production ecosystem.

The characteristics of digital game production throughout the first period (1982-
1992) are influenced by the import of foreign micro-computers and the widespread cir-
culation of computer magazines that altogether diffuse technological knowledge and ex-
pertise among the Greek users. Playing and coding digital games became the dominant 
way of using a micro-computer at home. Piracy also tended to be the main practice of 
distributing digital games. It was also highly encouraged by the local computer magazines 
in the form of the publication of program listings, many of which were the written code 
of popular foreign computer titles. If it was not for this series of events and, primarily, for 
the Greek crackers to acquire knowledge and skills from informal practices, digital game 
development in Greece would have happened much later. Even so, challenges related to 
domestic conditions did not allow the local game development to grow.

However, the second period (1993-2002) witnessed a vivid environment for national 
digital game production. This period incorporated, in the first instance, opportunities for 
professionalization. More specifically, during those years, a more formalized digital game 
production structure emerged, wherein game companies formed and began developing 
commercial digital games. Greek developers embraced the financial opportunities of sell-
ing digital games for profit, while expressing at the same time their creativity in what were 
new, for them, digital means. Even though local game studios lacked access to interna-
tional networks and markets, they distributed their products exclusively on the small na-
tional consumer market. That meant that they had to invent distinct ways to make their 
digital games visible, so as to attract attention to the Greek texts, local themes, obso-
lete but easy-to-learn technologies, and/or to detect alternative distribution routes (for 
instance, bookstores and rural areas). Today, neither Greek language nor locally-inspired 
themes are lucky enough to be found in contemporary Greek digital games.

Finally, this research further reveals an intensive convergence with other cultural in-
dustries. For example, the majority of the developers were not originally programmers or 
designers, but individuals that came from other cultural fields (i.e. graphic design, music, 
video making, multimedia). Meanwhile, companies capitalized on internationally popular 
genres and animation film marketing (i.e. Disney films). In the cases of a few local digital 
games, photography and video cameras were used as the main game production tools. 
This type of convergence places Greek digital game development in a wider transnation-
ally cultural ecosystem.

Unfortunately, none of the companies or game studios were able to survive. The only 
exception was that of InterAction Studios, with all the other companies ceasing operations 
after a while. Interviewees from both periods examined, always argued that developing 
digital games in Greece was practically an impossible task, in terms of both the absence 
of infrastructures, as well as being outside of the main digital game production centres: 
“There was not a way to live from making games here. After I became a father, I quit and 
did something completely different. If I was born in England, then I would have given you 
another answer”. In a similar vein, a developer explained that:
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I worked for 16 hours a day: eight hours in my first job to have food for me and my 
family and the rest were for getting the game completed. … There was a lot of stress 
that resulted in a heart attack. After that I said ‘enough!’. I could only continue if a 
venture capitalist came and paid me for developing a game. But c’mon… where you 
could find one here?.
Additionally, a mix of mismanagement of project planning, lack of deep technical 

knowledge, budget-limitations, and the indifference of public institutions to acknowledge 
local digital game production, if not support it, represent just a number of the chronic 
challenges local developers were facing and still face right up to the present time. Study-
ing digital games in Greece means studying the history of an apparently marginal gaming 
field, which has not been able to create a solid industrial infrastructure that can relate 
neither to the Western nor East-Asian digital game industries.

In conclusion, in this article we strove to illuminate the yet unresearched origins of 
digital game development contexts in Greece and establish a starting point for further stud-
ies, and thus to contribute to the ongoing investigations on national digital game production 
contexts by taking into account their distinct regional specificities and developers’ ‘voices’. 

Acknowledgement: The research project is implemented in the framework of H.F.R.I call 
“3rd Call for H.F.R.I.’s Research Projects to Support Faculty Members & Researchers” 
(H.F.R.I. Project Number: 5203).
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ABSTRACT: 
Escape rooms are increasingly popular all around the world. Due to their popularity, we 
are also seeing more variations in concept, form, and aim. For example, nowadays we can 
engage with physical, digital or mixed escape rooms. Escape rooms are also developed for 
a range of purposes beyond entertainment, including to broadcast a message, train, and/
or exchange data. However, past research on escape rooms has focused mostly on ana-
lysing physical versions or on investigating if and how escape rooms can educate players. 
This paper aims to overcome these gaps by exploring how escape rooms (digital, physical 
or mixed) can be designed for a variety of purposes beyond entertainment. Hence, this 
paper offers two main contributions: a definition of escape rooms with a purpose and a 
framework that can be used to both design and analyse escape rooms with a purpose. 
The framework is initially implemented based on a literature review in the fields of serious 
games, escape rooms and puzzle design. Its efficacy is then tested through the analysis 
of three escape rooms with a purpose. Following this analysis, the framework is finalised 
to include the following key design elements: concept/idea; stakeholders (target players 
and others); purpose; goal/winning condition; equipment; theme; narrative (puzzle organ-
isation and storytelling methods); puzzle design; and evaluation.

KEY WORDS: 
design, education, escape room, game, location, methodology, narrative, serious games.

DOI: 
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Introduction
Escape rooms have a rich and diverse history, making their origins a topic of on-

going debate. Some attribute the genesis of escape rooms to television shows like The 
Crystal Maze (Heyworth et al., 1990-2020) and The Adventure Game (Dowling & Oliver, 
1980-1986) (Suleski, 2024; Ascalon, 2021). These shows required participants to solve 
puzzles in order to exit a room, which aligns with the core concept of escape rooms. But 
escape rooms may also trace their roots back to point-and-click adventure games like 
Behind Closed Doors (Zenobi Software, 1988) and True Dungeon (“True Dungeon”, n.d.). 
Another precursor could be the computer game Crimson Room (Takagi, 2004), where 
players need to solve a series of puzzles to escape from a crimson-hued room (Suleski, 
2024; Ascalon, 2021).

While opinions may vary, it is widely accepted that the first official escape room ran 
in Japan in 2007 (Corkill, 2009). This was a single-room escape game for teams of 5-6 
players (“About SCRAP”, n.d.). Since then, escape rooms have become increasingly popu-
lar all around the world (Makri et al., 2021). Due to their popularity, we are also seeing more 
variations in concept and aim (Krekhov et al., 2021). For example, teachers started adapt-
ing escape rooms for educational purposes (von Kotzebue et al., 2022). The rise of digital 
technologies and the COVID-19 pandemic also accelerated the development of digital ver-
sions, which tend to be low-cost and flexible (Bezençon et al., 2023; Buchner et al., 2022; 
von Kotzebue et al., 2022). Thus, escape rooms can now take a variety of shapes and 
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forms. For instance, there are treasure hunts, live-action role-playing (Vidergor, 2021), VR 
experiences, board games, mobile and augmented reality versions (Krekhov et al., 2021).

Despite their popularity, research on escape rooms is still limited and is mostly fo-
cused on analysing physical versions or investigating their educational impact on players, 
while other platforms and purposes are often overlooked (Makri et al., 2021). Further-
more, while taxonomies for the design of escape rooms have been proposed, they tend 
to focus on recreational or generic escape rooms (Krekhov et al., 2021). This paper aims 
to overcome these gaps by exploring how escape rooms – whether digital, physical or 
mixed – can be designed for a variety of purposes beyond entertainment.

This paper explores the design of escape rooms with a purpose beyond entertain-
ment, aiming to inform a framework for their development. Additionally, this framework 
can be utilized to evaluate and enhance existing games. After introducing the concept of 
escape rooms, this paper delves deeper into their purposes and design process. Draw-
ing from a literature review in the fields of serious games, escape rooms, and puzzle de-
sign, we propose an initial framework for creating escape rooms with a purpose. Our goal 
is to bring together elements from various works within these fields, resulting in a new 
framework specifically designed to inform the creation of escape rooms with a purpose. 
To test this framework in practice and investigate its effectiveness, we used it to analyse 
the design of three escape rooms with a purpose. The insights gained from this analysis 
informed the final framework. In summary, this paper provides a set of design recommen-
dations, laying a foundation for the development and critical analysis of escape rooms 
with a purpose.

Defining Escape Rooms
Escape rooms are commonly defined as games where players need to accomplish 

a goal (usually escaping from a room) within a specific time limit by discovering clues, 
solving puzzles, and completing a number of other tasks (Buchner et al., 2022; Nicholson, 
2015; Vidergor, 2021; von Kotzebue et al., 2022). The time limit can vary but is often 45 or 
60 minutes (De Souza & Kasseboehmer, 2022; Makri et al., 2021; Veldkamp et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, escape rooms also tend to have a theme (Bezençon et al., 2023) and to be 
team-based, meaning a group of people need to collaborate to complete the game on time 
(von Kotzebue et al., 2022). Usually, the game is played by groups of 3-6 players (Makri et 
al., 2021), although there are some cases of single-player games, but those are more com-
mon in digital versions (Krekhov et al., 2021).

While originally escape rooms were exclusively physical, nowadays they can also be 
digital or mixed. Indeed, the rise of digital technologies supported the rise of digital es-
cape rooms. Some escape rooms are fully digital. For example, they can be web-based ap-
plications (Makri et al., 2021), Virtual or Augmented Reality applications, or online games 
(Krekhov et al., 2021). While fully digital versions may be preferred due to their lower cost 
and the fact that they can reach a wider audience (Makri et al., 2021), they do not nec-
essarily exclude physical artefacts or environments (Huang et al., 2020). For example, 
Huang et al. (2020) explain how escape rooms can supplement physical environments 
with digital materials such as video, QR codes, and augmented reality. 

Whether the escape rooms are physical, digital or mixed, players always must solve a 
variety of puzzles (Krekhov et al., 2021). According to Makri et al. (2021) we can call ‘puzzles’ 
any activity or challenge within an escape room. Usually, all puzzles need to be solved to com-
plete the game (Krekhov et al., 2021). Those puzzles vary in form and style (Makri et al., 2021). 
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They also require a variety of skills to solve, which may be mental and in some cases, physi-
cal. While other games have puzzles, the peculiarity of escape rooms lies in their variety and 
the fact that they adhere to a coherent theme or narrative (Krekhov et al., 2021).

Given the great number and variety of escape rooms, Nicholson (2015) argues that 
the term escape room may not be appropriate anymore. He suggests alternatives such 
as live-action adventures (Nicholson, 2015). There are already cases in which the term 
‘escape room’ is not used but rather ‘exit games’, ‘breakout games’ or ‘unlock games’ 
(Krekhov et al., 2021). While escaping a room is often part of the experience, we could 
argue whether this is a necessary feature at all. As a matter of fact, the ‘room’ aspect of 
the escape rooms is sometimes abandoned altogether. Sometimes, the ‘escape’ aspect 
is also abandoned as players need, for example, to break in rather than out (Veldkamp et 
al., 2020). Hence, we cannot help but agree with Nicholson (2015) in suggesting that other 
terms - such as ‘live-action adventure’ or ‘unlock game’ – could be better suited, although 
the name ‘escape rooms’ is very popular. Independently from the label we decide to use, 
this paper defines escape rooms as games where players solve puzzles within a themed 
environment to achieve a goal.

Escape with a Purpose
While escape rooms started as a form of entertainment (Nicholson, 2015), they have 

moved beyond the simple purpose of ‘fun’. An in-depth analysis of the purposes of escape 
rooms does not currently exist. However, there have been attempts to categorise the pur-
poses of serious games. 

According to Abt (1987), who first used the term, ‘serious games’ are games that not 
only entertain but also instruct and inform. Over time, this term has expanded to encom-
pass a wide variety of game types, including edutainment, persuasive games, games for 
good, and games for change (Bogost, 2007; Djaouti et al., 2011b; Antle et al., 2014; Jarvin, 
2015). Essentially, any game that goes beyond mere entertainment falls under the um-
brella of serious games. Within the diverse and wide range of serious games, we encoun-
ter a spectrum. On one end, we have ’games for a purpose’, which maintain aspects such 
as challenges and fun (Marsh, 2011). These games sit closer to the traditional gaming 
experience, emphasizing engagement and enjoyment. On the opposite side of the spec-
trum, we find environments with minimal gaming features (Marsh, 2011). Even when escape 
rooms fall into the ‘serious’ category, they still retain their gaming nature, making them a 
better fit within the games-for-a-purpose framework. Hence, in this paper we will use the 
term ‘escape rooms with a purpose’ to refer to games developed with a purpose beyond 
entertainment where players solve puzzles within a themed environment to achieve a goal.

Due to the variety of serious games, a few efforts have been carried out to classify 
them, including their purpose. For example, Djaouti et al. (2011a) first list six main objec-
tives of serious games: to increase awareness, to stimulate reflection, to train, to inform, 
to teach and to influence. The same authors then group those six sub-categories into 
three main purposes:

•	 Games designed to broadcast a message, including messages that are educative, 
informative, persuasive and/or subjective.

•	 Games designed to train, for example, to improve cognitive or motor skills such as 
Exergames.

•	 Games designed to exchange data such as knowledge games where players provide, 
collect, process and/or analyse data (Schrier, 2016).
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These main purposes can be applied to escape rooms with a purpose as well. For ex-
ample, escape rooms have been used to broadcast a message, especially an educational 
one. Based on their experience with recreational versions, teachers started using escape 
rooms in their classrooms to support learning (Vidergor, 2021). This was the beginning 
of educational escape rooms. Recreational escape rooms and educational escape rooms 
have many similarities. In particular, they both have puzzles. However, recreational es-
cape rooms usually target a broad audience, while educational escape rooms are often 
designed for specific target groups (Bezençon et al., 2023). Furthermore, recreational 
escape rooms primarily focus on entertainment purposes (Makri et al., 2021), while edu-
cational escape rooms take advantage of the collaborative nature of the game and the 
use of puzzles to achieve specific learning goals and objectives (Bezençon et al., 2023; 
Buchner et al., 2022). Indeed, puzzles have been successfully designed to test knowledge 
and stimulate active learning (Vidergor, 2021), although puzzles are not always effective 
in acquiring new knowledge (Veldkamp et al., 2020). In some cases, additional knowledge 
should be provided before and/or after the game to support learning (Veldkamp et al., 
2020)

Due to the capacity of escape rooms to broadcast a message, they have been de-
signed for different venues as well. For instance, escape rooms have been deployed in 
schools, where they engage and motivate students (Ang et al., 2020). A study even found 
that schoolchildren often prefer escape rooms to other types of digital games due to their 
collaborative nature (Vidergor, 2021). Museums have also started offering escape rooms. 
For example, the State Library of Western Australia offered Memori, to educate visitors 
about Western Australia’s history (“MEMORI: Live”, 2014).

Escape rooms have been used for training as well (Veldkamp et al., 2020), for exam-
ple, to train designers (Li et al., 2018), healthcare professionals (Adams et al., 2018; An-
derson et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2019), or computer scientists (Ho, 2018). Since players 
need to solve clues and puzzles, escape rooms can be used to stimulate problem-solving, 
critical thinking and creativity (Ang et al., 2020; Makri et al., 2021). Research has also 
found that digital escape rooms can help players express themselves and talk about dif-
ficult subjects like addictions (Bezençon et al., 2023). Furthermore, when escape rooms 
are team-based, they are quite successful in training teams by supporting collaborative 
work, communication, and social experiences (Nicholson, 2015). However, it is important 
to note that digital escape rooms are often single-player (Krekhov et al., 2021). In this 
case, the benefits of teamwork and collaborative play are removed. Even when digital es-
cape rooms are designed for multiplayers, communication may be harder than with physi-
cal versions. As a result, physical versions tend to elicit more teamwork, communication, 
and social behaviour than digital ones (Ang et al., 2020).

As we will further discuss, escape rooms are sometimes evaluated. In those cases, 
data is collected from players. Escape rooms have been also used as a research tool, for 
example, to explore the dynamics and communication strategies within a team (Cohen et 
al., 2020). And more recently, escape rooms have been investigated as an evaluation tool 
for students’ learning. In this case, players would provide data, for example, on how much 
they have learned about networking communications (Roig et al., 2023). However, to the 
best of this author’s knowledge, there are no existing examples of escape rooms specifi-
cally designed to process and analyse data yet. Hence, escape rooms have been mainly 
designed to:

•	 broadcast a message (e.g. educate, inform, persuade, raise awareness);
•	 train (e.g. improve communication, problem-solving, and physical skills);
•	 exchange data (collect/provide data).
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Design with a Purpose: An 
Initial Framework

Given the popularity of escape rooms, there have been efforts to investigate their 
design (Table 1). We conducted a literature review encompassing escape rooms, serious 
games, and puzzles to identify existing theories and patterns applicable to the develop-
ment of escape rooms with a purpose. Google Scholar was used to find relevant academic 
publications on three topics:

•	 Escape rooms. Papers discussing different types and purposes of escape rooms, as 
well as their design. Some of the work found is broad, including any escape room 
(Krekhov et al., 2021), while other papers focus on educational escape rooms (e.g. 
Botturi & Babazadeh, 2020; Clarke et al., 2017).

•	 Serious games. Given the limited publications in the escape room field, we also ex-
plored papers discussing the design of serious games.

•	 Puzzles. Recognizing puzzles as a central feature in escape rooms, we also searched 
for papers addressing puzzle design and taxonomy for games.

We excluded papers lying outside these domains or those accessible only in abstract 
or presentation form. Ultimately, we reviewed 35 papers. Our focus was on identifying 
common design elements in serious games, particularly escape rooms, and categorizing 
puzzles. We used an excel sheet to record the frequency with which each element and 
puzzle were described. The elements and puzzles were listed in the first column, grouping 
similar elements together using colour coding, while the papers we reviewed were noted 
on the first row. In this section, we present the results of our review, highlighting key de-
sign elements for escape rooms with a purpose (Table 1, 3).

Table 1: Design Elements in Escape Rooms

Krekhov et al., 2021 Botturi & Babazadeh, 2020 Clarke et al., 2017

Focus of the Analysis

Recreational Escape Rooms X

Educational Escape Rooms x x

Design Elements

Learning goals or objectives x

Learning process x

Target group or participants X x

Equipment x x

Modalities and platform X

Theme X x

Narrative/story x x

Structure (Game/flow/narrative) x x

Puzzle organization X

Puzzle design X x x

Hint system and failure handling X

Evaluation x

Source: own processing
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a)	Purpose and Goal
Botturi and Babazadeh (2020) – one of the two models that focus on educational 

escape rooms – do not specifically list a learning purpose. The learning process includes 
how the learning is supposed to happen and the expected outcomes (Botturi & Babazadeh,  
2020). Instead, Clarke et al.’s (2017) model starts from the learning goal or objectives.

It is important to note that ‘learning goals’ are independent of the goals to win the 
game (Veldkamp et al., 2020). In this paper, we refer to ‘Goal’ as the players’ mission or 
winning condition. Such a goal is usually to (Doherty et al., 2023): escape from a locked 
environment, solve a mystery, accomplish a task.

Instead, the ‘Purpose’ refers to the non-ludic objective that designers set for players 
when developing a game. As Clarke et al. (2017) suggest, the developers of serious games 
should establish the purpose from the outset. This is because the purpose significantly in-
fluences the entire game design process (Murphree et al., 2020). For ‘escape rooms with 
a purpose,’ defining the non-ludic objective early on becomes even more critical. Typi-
cally, such a purpose falls into one or more of the following three categories: broadcast a 
message, train, exchange data. Those purposes are in addition to the ludic objective of an 
escape room. And balancing this entertaining side with the purpose can be a difficult task. 
For example, focusing on entertainment may hinder the purpose and vice-versa. And in 
some cases, players may feel overwhelmed (Buchner et al., 2022).

b)	Target Audience
Neither Botturi and Babazadeh (2020) nor Clarke et al. (2017) include the target 

audience in their model. This is interesting as educational games are usually designed for 
a specific group of people (Bezençon et al., 2023). Only Krekhov et al. (2021) suggest that 
the design of escape rooms should take into consideration the target audience, including 
the team composition and size. For example, Veldkamp et al. (2020) suggest that groups 
of 4-6 players are ideal to support communication and social engagement. Makri et al. 
(2021) also note that diverse groups are the most successful and Nicholson (2015) ob-
serves how escape room players tend to be equally male and female. Identifying a target 
audience is also important in order to balance the game difficulty. If the target audience is 
too wide, for example, including players of different ages, it may be difficult to balance the 
game difficulty (Murphree et al., 2020; Nicholson, 2015).

Djaouti et al. (2011a) list three main types of target audiences for games with a purpose 
beyond entertainment: general public; professionals; and students. However, these catego-
ries may be too broad. For example, a game may be developed for the general public, it may 
target a specific sub-group, like children or elderly people. Similarly, the category ‘students’ 
may include adult students (e.g. University or College) as well as schoolchildren. When Ratan 
and Ritterfeld (2009) analysed serious games, they identified four groups, divided accord-
ing to age: preschool and below; elementary school; middle school and high school; college, 
adult and senior. Ravyse et al. (2017) classified the target audience by their level of education: 
primary (elementary and middle) school; high (secondary) schools; undergraduate studies;  
and professional. When Nicholson (2015) surveys escape rooms, he identifies four main 
groups of players: families, younger players (under 21), adults over 21, and corporate clients. 

While Nicholson (2015) classifies all minors within one target group, both Ratan and 
Ritterfeld (2009) and Ravyse et al. (2017) – who review specifically serious games – divide 
young players into multiple target groups. This makes sense as children learn differently 
according to their age (e.g. Kuhn & Pease, 2006). As for older players, Ratan and Ritterfeld 
(2009) argue that serious games developed for adults generally do not target a specific 
age range. Hence, all adults can be classified into one group. However, both Djaouti et al. 
(2011a) and Ravyse et al. (2017) consider ‘professionals’ as an independent target group. 
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Escape rooms with a purpose fall under the category of serious games. Consequent-
ly, it is crucial for developers to identify their target audience early in the design process 
(Bezençon et al., 2023). Drawing from previous audience classifications, we propose six 
distinct categories for escape rooms with a purpose:

•	 preschool children (up to 5 years old);
•	 schoolchildren (aged 6-12);
•	 teenagers or teens (aged 13-18);
•	 college/university students;
•	 professionals;
•	 general public (broad target audience).

While this classification may apply to any game, the target audience remains a cru-
cial design element, particularly for serious games like escape rooms with a purpose. 
Each audience group brings unique perspectives that shape the design and purpose of es-
cape rooms. Whether it is educational enrichment, team-building, or pure entertainment, 
understanding the intended audience is essential for creating engaging experiences that 
align with the game purpose.

c)	Equipment, Modalities and Platform
Whether they are recreational or not, escape rooms have platforms or equipment 

that are physical, digital or both, like any other game (Table 1). For the sake of simplicity, in 
this paper, we will use the term ‘equipment’, merging ‘modalities and platform’ and ‘equip-
ment’ into a unique category of design elements including:

Platform. The game may be developed for digital, physical or mixed platforms. For 
example, a game can be implemented exclusively for a computer platform as well as for 
a growing number of other digital platforms including PlayStation and Nintendo (Ratan & 
Ritterfeld, 2009). 

Input modalities. The number and quality of game controllers have grown in recent 
years, mainly due to the increasing number of players across multiple platforms (Sinclair, 
2023; Skalski et al., 2010). Hence, interaction modalities are not restricted to traditional 
keyboard/mouse and single-button joysticks anymore. There are also intangible inter-
faces involving movement tracking and eye tracking, as well as a variety of other sensors 
and game controllers (De Angeli et al., 2022; Laamarti et al., 2014; Murphy & Lefloïc-Lebel, 
2023). Furthermore, Cairns et al. (2014) identified three main modalities to interact spe-
cifically with mobile games: touch, tilt and slip. For example, players can tilt the device 
to engage with a game, touch the screen or slide a finger along the device. Other ways of 
interacting with mobile games have been also explored – including speech input (Azenkot 
& Lee, 2013) – and in some cases, the mobile device itself is used as a game controller or 
gamepad (e.g. Torok et al., 2017). Thus, we will categorize the interaction modalities as:

•	 traditional computer controls (keyboard/mouse);
•	 gaming controllers that are wired directly to a device or wireless (e.g. joystick, Xbox 

controller, Nintendo Wii Remote, Nintendo Switch). Gaming controls can also be tan-
gible or intangible when sensors track gestures or eye movements;

•	 mobile interface, which includes any interaction involving a mobile device;
•	 tangible items or objects used in physical or mixed games.

Platform and interaction modality are key design elements for any game, but they 
become even more significant in serious games like escape rooms with a purpose. Af-
ter all, the choice of platform and interaction mode influences the overall experience and 
engagement level in escape rooms. Developers of escape rooms must carefully choose 



116  Game Studies

a specific platform and interaction mode based on both the intended purpose and target 
audience. For example, if developers want to link the game experience to a specific loca-
tion, they might opt for a physical platform. This could involve creating an escape room 
within a physical space, such as a themed room or building. If instead the goal is to reach 
a wide audience, developers may choose a widely available platform and modality. For ex-
ample, more households worldwide have access to computers than video game consoles 
(Alsop, 2022, 2023). Therefore, a digital escape room developed for computers, utilizing 
keyboard and mouse input, could be the most accessible solution for the general public

d)	Theme
The ‘theme’ is the general setting of a game (Krekhov et al., 2021). A setting can 

be a period in time and/or a location/environment where the game is taking place. Such 
time and space can be historically accurate or completely imagined. These settings can 
range from historically accurate to completely imagined. While not all escape rooms 
feature a fully developed narrative, they all share a common characteristic: ‘a themed 
environment’. The most popular escape room themes are historical, futuristic, fantasy, 
horror, scientific, military, steampunk, everyday life, seasonal, pop culture, and abstract 
(Nicholson, 2015).

In escape rooms, a theme can be influenced by the purpose and the narrative. In 
turn, the theme may influence aesthetics, sound design, puzzles, and narrative (Doherty 
et al., 2023; Krekhov et al., 2021). For example, if the game’s purpose is to educate about 
a specific historical event, developers will likely evoke the look and feel of that particular 
period. Interestingly, Botturi and Babazadeh (2020) did not consider the theme a key 
design element of escape rooms. However, escape rooms, even when lacking context 
and narrative, still feature a themed environment. Nicholson (2015) categorized this as 
an ‘abstract’ type of theme, emphasizing that theme remains a central feature in escape 
rooms.

e)	Narrative and Puzzle Organization
Narrative can be defined in several ways and there are differing opinions around the 

meaning of narrative in games (Backe, 2012). However, it is a common assumption that a 
narrative is a series of events perceived in a logical sequence (Backe, 2012).

While both recreational and educational escape rooms can include a theme and a 
narrative, recreational versions tend to rely on aesthetics to support the theme rather 
than on a fully developed story (Nicholson, 2015). This could be why the model from Krek-
hov et al. (2021) does not consider the narrative, while both reviews of educational escape 
rooms list the narrative as a key design (Botturi & Babazadeh, 2020; Clarke et al., 2017). 
Indeed, games with an educational purpose tend to incorporate storytelling to increase 
immersion, engagement, and motivation (Naul & Liu, 2020).

Furthermore, both Botturi and Babazadeh (2020) and Clarke et al. (2017) include 
the game flow or structure as a design element. In the context of escape rooms, we can 
describe game flow or structure as how designers plan for the game to progress and, if 
there is a narrative, which elements of the story should be enjoyed and when. Rather than 
game flow, Krekhov et al. (2021) talk about puzzle organisation, which is how all the puz-
zles and tasks are connected and the order in which they are solved. The difference be-
tween game structure and puzzle organisation can be blurred with escape rooms, which 
are a list of puzzles linked by a theme and/or a narrative. Aarseth (2012) also suggests 
that players will perceive the structure of the narrative depending on how the game world 
is structured. Indeed, looking at both the ways a narrative and a game can be structured, 
we can find similarities. 
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The narrative can be structured as a linear or non-linear series of events. The narra-
tive is linear (or embedded) when the story is crafted by the designers and told to players. 
In this case, events are predefined by the author or designer. This type of narrative is pre-
generated and used to justify events and actions in the game as well as to motivate play-
ers (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). This narrative is instead non-linear (or emergent) when it 
emerges as players engage with the game, so it is more complex and unexpected as it de-
pends on players’ choices. The events can change and are not under the strict control of the 
author/designer. Games can also combine linear and non-linear elements (Backe, 2012). 
For example, a larger narrative can be embedded but there can be emerging moments.

Similarly, a game world can be linear, open, or multicursal/mixed. In escape rooms spe-
cifically, this is largely reflected in how puzzles can be organised (Nicholson, 2015) (Picture 1):

•	 Open, where puzzles are solved at the same time and provide the solution to win the 
game.

•	 Sequential or linear, where puzzles are solved one after another in a specific order. 
Puzzles usually provide solutions for subsequent puzzles. Digital escape rooms of-
ten organise puzzles in this way (Makri et al., 2021).

•	 Path-based, where puzzles can be solved following a set number of paths.
•	 Hybrid, which combines different paths (e.g. to create a Pyramid).

Picture 1: Puzzle organisation

Source: own processing based on Nicholson (2015) and Veldkamp et al. (2020)

The fact that the narrative structure is provided by the puzzle organization - mean-
ing the order in which the puzzles are presented and solved (Krekhov et al., 2021) – is 
not only a key design element but also one that differentiates escape rooms from most 
other games. In more common game narratives, events unfold to express a plot and re-
veal a story (Ip, 2011). For example, linear narrative structures often follow the three-act 
model borrowed from literature and film scriptwriting (Lindley, 2005). This structure di-
vides the story into three main parts: beginning or setup, confrontation, and resolution. 
Another popular narrative framework is the hero’s journey, which traces a protagonist’s 
path through various stages (Lindley, 2005).

However, in escape rooms rich in storytelling, the narrative may extend beyond mere 
puzzles. It becomes a sequence of events or stories. When discussing educational escape 
rooms, Botturi and Babazadeh (2020) argue that content can be delivered through both 
a story and puzzle-solving. In games, storytelling can be supported in three main ways 
(Zubek, 2020), as illustrated in the table below (Table 2). An escape room can employ any 
of these methods to support a narrative and guide players through the game. Hence, we 
define narrative as a blend of puzzle organisation and storytelling methods (although only 
the former will be relevant for some escape rooms).
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Table 2: Methods to support storytelling

Explicit or Exposition Non-player character (NPC)  
Interactions Environmental

Cut-scenes Scripted conversion to provide ad-
ditional information

Different areas of the game may 
provide different information

Through game objects such as sto-
rybooks and bestiaries

An NPC reacts to the players in pre-
scripted ways

An area can suggest a story through 
visual cues (e.g. traces of blood) or 
sound 

Source: own processing

f)	 Puzzles Design
Puzzles are a key element of both recreational and educational escape rooms, al-

though puzzles are sometimes less complex in the latter (Veldkamp et al., 2020). Further-
more, the three models indicate that the puzzle design should follow other choices (Table 
1), such as the target audience, the narrative, and/or the purpose (Nicholson, 2015). Thus, 
creating the puzzles is not an easy task as they need to: 1) support the chosen purpose; 2) 
adapt their challenge level to the selected audience; 3) integrate well with the theme and 
the narrative. 

According to Browne (2015), there are so many different types of puzzles that it is 
also not possible – or even useful – to define them. For example, there are word puzzles, 
jigsaw puzzles, logic puzzles, dexterity puzzles, physical puzzles, and physics-based puz-
zles (Browne, 2015). Hence, there is no official taxonomy of puzzle types. Nevertheless, 
there have been some efforts to classify puzzles, depending on which elements are taken 
into consideration and how (Davanzo, 2021). For example, based on Wiemker et al. (2015), 
Makri et al. (2021) lists three broad types of puzzles:

•	 Cognitive puzzles rely on thinking skills and logic. For example, counting is very pop-
ular (Nicholson, 2015). Other types of cognitive puzzles could include cryptograms 
and riddles. In general, cognitive puzzles seem to predominate in digital versions 
(Makri et al., 2021).

•	 Physical puzzles rely on physical skills. For example, searching for hidden objects 
and using a light are very popular (Nicholson, 2015).

•	 Meta-puzzles depend instead on the narrative, where solving a puzzle provides an 
item or data that is essential for solving another puzzle and progressing the narrative.

But there have been also other classifications, some of which are less broad or take 
into consideration more elements (see Table 3). These classifications often include logic 
and mathematical puzzles, riddles and word puzzles, mazes or some other type of explo-
ration. For example, Lindley’s (1897) lists specific types of mathematical puzzles based 
on numbers or geometry (forms and shapes). Brathwaite and Schreiber’s classification 
of puzzles also includes many puzzles based on cognitive skill (Brathwaite & Schreiber, 
2008). This may be because their classification focuses on the digital version of escape 
rooms where cognitive puzzles are often preferred (Makri et al., 2021). For instance, their 
classification includes puzzles that require some ‘out-of-the-box thinking’ (lateral think-
ing) as well as puzzles solved by finding/using an item (item use) or reaching a specific 
point (exploration). While this classification is based on video games, escape rooms can 
take many forms including physical rooms, boardgames, digital games, and mixed ex-
periences such as augmented reality. Hence, a comprehensive classification of puzzles 
should take into account both cognitive and physical skills. For example, Lindley’s (1897) 
classification also includes mechanical puzzles with a tangible element such as contain-
ers with secret compartments, physical puzzles, or puzzles with multiple complex shapes. 
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While De Kegel and Haahr’s classification (De Kegel & Haahr, 2020) includes 11 categories 
including cognitive and physical puzzles. For example, there are puzzles solved by sliding 
shapes (sliding puzzles) or items (sokoban-type) in a specific order or configuration; by 
arranging items of different shapes to create bigger objects (assembly); or by using items 
or skills to link two points (path-building). 

Depending on how broad a classification is, some puzzles can fit within one or 
more categories. Some puzzles may also require both cognitive and physical skills. For  
instance, traditional mazes (paper-based or digital) usually require cognitive skills, while 
hedge mazes require players to also physically move through the maze (Pai Raikar, 2022).

Table 3: Classifications of Puzzle Types

Makri et al.’s 
classification

Lindley’s 
classification 

Brathwaite and 
Schreiber’s 

classification

De Kegel 
and Haahr’s 

classification

Mathematical/Numerical/

Geometrical
x x x

Mechanical/Dexterity/Physics/

Secret container
x x

Assembly x

Word/Language x x x

Logical/Logic/Philosophy x x x x

Riddles/Dilemma x x

Spatial reasoning x

Pattern recognition/Matching x

Path building x

Exploration/Maze x x x

Item use x x

Sokoban/Sliding x

Tile-match x

Narrative x x

Source: own processing

While the four classifications presented here (in Table 3) are quite comprehensive, 
there are some limitations, mainly due to the wide range of puzzle types. Some types of 
puzzles are not formally cited as an example in the majority of classifications, yet could 
be included, either in one of the suggested categories or in new category. For example, 
spotting the difference and pattern recognition/matching could be grouped together in a 
category based on keen observation, while memory-based puzzles could be included in a 
cognitive-based category such as the one suggested by Makri et al. (2021) together with 
other puzzles based on logic and thinking skills like mathematical puzzles. And we could 
also argue that word puzzles and riddles also require cognitive skills. 

Both Makri et al. (2021) and De Kegel and Haahr (2020) cite puzzles that are based 
on the narrative. This makes sense as narrative is a key element in the design of escape 
rooms with a purpose. Narrative-based puzzles are fully integrated into the narrative, and 
are part of its progression (De Kegel & Haahr, 2019). For example, these puzzles may re-
quire exploration to find context-based items or information (e.g. puzzles requiring so-
cial interaction with game characters or other participants) as well as logical and creative 
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thinking to proceed with the narrative (De Kegel & Haahr, 2019). To conclude, based on the 
review of the different classifications (Table 3), we propose the following puzzle classifica-
tion for escape rooms with a purpose:

•	 Intellect: puzzles involving cognitive and creative skills, including mathematics, 
memory, and logic as well as word puzzles and riddles.

•	 Dexterity: puzzles based on dexterity, speed and physics (e.g. gravity in Tetris).
•	 Exploration: puzzles involving exploration to gather new knowledge and increase 

players understanding of a place or object. Exploration puzzles may include secret 
containers, mazes, and finding items.

•	 Observation: puzzles where players need to look at objects and/or environments 
carefully, for example, to spot a difference, match patterns or pattern recognition.

•	 Creation: puzzles that create shapes, images or paths, including path building, slid-
ing and Sokoban.

•	 Narrative: puzzles that require to collect/find an item (e.g. drag and drop) or socially 
interact with other participants/characters in the game to continue the story.

Finally, while Krekhov et al. (2021) considers hints as a key design element, Botturi 
and Babazadeh (2020) and Clarke et al. (2017) – who both focus on educational escape 
rooms – do not include hints in their categorisations. Hints may be more important for 
recreational rooms than for educational ones, which may prioritize sharing educational 
content rather than providing clues to solve puzzles. Thus, we decided not to include hints 
in the initial framework.

g)	Evaluation
Clarke et al. (2017) is the only model that includes evaluation as a key design ele-

ment. While playtesting escape rooms is essential to identify issues (such as usability) 
and balance game challenges (Murphree et al., 2020; Nicholson, 2015), escape rooms 
with a purpose do not always undergo such evaluation. This is because they often have 
fewer resources available for evaluation compared to recreational ones (Ang et al., 2020). 
Consequently, Botturi and Babazadeh (2020) did not consider evaluation a key design 
element. Nevertheless, an escape room with a purpose may still require evaluation to de-
termine whether the intended purpose was achieved and, if not, to understand why the 
game did not have the desired impact (Murphree et al., 2020). For example, developers 
may design surveys to evaluate learning outcomes or collect in-game data to track play-
ers’ decisions (De Angeli & O’Neill, 2020).

Case Studies: Using  
the Framework to Analyse 
Existing Escape Rooms

In this section, we analyse three escape rooms with a purpose to investigate the 
framework’s effectiveness. Our aim is to verify whether the initial framework is complete – 
so it already includes the key design elements of escape rooms with a purpose – or if a 
revision is needed.

We first identified the three games. The first game was developed by the author’s 
company (Unlock Bath), while the other two were found by searching through the directory  
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of Games for Change, which houses an extensive collection of serious games – over 150 
titles in total (“Game directory”, n.d.). The games were selected following four criteria:

•	 Escape rooms: we specifically considered games where players must achieve a goal 
by solving puzzles in a themed environment.

•	 Escape rooms with a purpose: Our focus was on games that align with the definition 
provided in this paper for ‘escape rooms with a purpose’. These purposes could in-
clude broadcasting a message, training, or exchanging data.

•	 Available gameplay: we ensured that the selected games were either playable (online 
or in proximity to the authors) or had their full gameplay recorded and shared (e.g. 
via YouTube videos or academic publications). 

•	 Design process information: To gain deeper insights into their design, we sought 
games with available information about their development process. This could in-
clude reports, behind-the-scenes videos, or academic publications.

Then, we ran a qualitative content analysis of the three selected games (Table 4). 
There are different methods to analyse the content of games, based on different elements 
or aspects. For example, Consalvo and Dutton (2006) suggest making an inventory of 
game objects, to analyse the user interface and the different ways in which players can in-
teract with objects. However, our primary objective was to understand how escape rooms 
with a purpose are designed. To achieve this, we either played the games or closely ob-
served gameplay and we used the initial framework to take note of the following design 
elements into an Excel sheet: 

•	 Purpose: we noted the purpose of each escape room (broadcast a message, train, 
exchange data);

•	 ‘Players’ goal or winning condition: we recorded what players needed to achieve 
within the escape room (escape from a locked environment, solve a mystery, or ac-
complish a task);

•	 Target audience: we noted the intended audience for each escape room, spanning 
various demographics (preschool, schoolchildren, teens, college/university stu-
dents, professionals, general public) and number of players (single-player, multiple 
players);

•	 Equipment: we recorded the type of platform (physical, digital, mixed) and inter-
action modality (compute controls, gaming controllers, mobile interface, tangible) 
used in the escape room;

•	 Theme: we noted the thematic setting of each escape room (historical, futuristic, 
fantasy, horror, scientific, military, everyday life, steampunk, seasonal, pop culture, 
no theme/abstract);

•	 Narrative: we recorded how the narrative is woven into the puzzle organization 
(open, sequential/linear, path-based, hybrid) and the storytelling methods (explicit 
or exposition, npc interactions, environmental, no storytelling);

•	 Puzzle design: we noted the types of puzzles within each escape room (intellect, 
dexterity, exploration, observation, creation, narrative);

•	 Evaluation: we recorded if and how the game was evaluated (i.e. which method was 
used to evaluate the escape room).

Furthermore, we delved into the design process followed by escape room creators. 
By doing so, we gained a deeper understanding of their thought processes and how the 
games were developed. Our main goal was to test the framework in practice, ensuring its 
effectiveness in identifying the key features of escape rooms with a purpose.
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Unlock Bath
Unlock Bath (“Unlock Bath”, n.d.) is a single-player digital escape room developed in 

2022 for the web using Unity and a keyboard/mouse as an interaction modality. In it, play-
ers step into the shoes of a researcher from the future with the mission of travelling back 
in time to investigate a colour-changing phenomenon related to the city of Bath.

Through the game, players learn about the story of Bath from different perspectives. 
Bath has a very rich yet socially divisive history. Throughout the centuries the city was pro-
moted and invested in by the wealthy yet developed and shaped by the workers. So the pur-
pose of this game was to broadcast a message: there are different sides to every history. In 
particular, the game wishes to inform players about the stories of both the wealthy and the 
working class, exploring the brighter and the darker times that shaped Bath into the city that is 
today. The theme is historical, and the game is targeted at the general public. The puzzles are 
path-based with four parallel paths of puzzles, each with three puzzles. Players need to solve 
all the puzzles to collect the clues to solve their mission. They can start from any path, although 
these paths sometimes cross and players may have to solve a specific puzzle from a path to 
unlock a puzzle in another path. The game deploys two out of the three storytelling methods:

Explicit or Exposition: the player is given information related to the narrative through 
a specific game object: a file with papers and photos. This happens at the beginning of the 
mission when the player is given the mission file, and then every time a puzzle is solved, 
when players get extra information in their file.

Environmental: the game includes a main area that can be used to explore 4 sub-
areas relevant to Bath (Quarry, Colliery, Health, and Prehistory). The main area includes 
a map of the city of Bath, to which details are added as the puzzles are solved, and four 
photos, each representing a sub-area. Each area has different visual clues (background 
and objects) that support the story. Each sub-area includes three puzzles, with a total of 
12 puzzles classified as follows:

•	 Intellect: 1 puzzle (memory);
•	 Dexterity: 2 puzzles (push a button at a specific time);
•	 Exploration: 0 puzzles;
•	 Observation: 2 puzzles (spot the difference);
•	 Creation: 4 puzzles (sliding or swapping tiles);
•	 Narrative: 3 puzzles (drag and drop item).

The game was developed by Echo Games CIC, a community interest company spe-
cialising in the design of serious games, in collaboration with five museums. The devel-
opment followed an integrative design process, which is collaborative and iterative. The 
integrative design process follows 3 stages: 

1.	 Co-discover to set the purpose of the game together with the stakeholders, in this 
case, five partner museums.

2.	 Co-design where you implement the theme and narrative together with stakehold-
ers. In this phase, the game company – Echo Games CIC – co-designed the narrative 
with museum professionals, deciding together which stories to tell and with which 
objects. The game was then developed by a team of five, a mix of developers, artists/
creative directors and researchers/writers.

3.	 Co-evaluate to ensure that the theme and narrative match the game’s purpose. The 
content and the narrative were evaluated by the museum professionals. Museum 
professionals read an overview of the narrative and the game content and shared 
their written feedback via email. This was to ensure that the narrative was authentic 
but also represented each museum’s voice. The players’ experiences with the game 
have not been evaluated yet.
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Tracking Ida
This is a multiple-player alternate reality game (mixed) created in 2017, where play-

ers interact with tangible items and with their mobile devices (“Tracking Ida”, n.d.). The 
theme is historical and the game is based on Ida B. Wells’ investigative journalism in the 
1890s. Players study to learn about Ida B. Wells’s journalistic work in favour of civil rights 
and her investigative method. They then apply this method to investigate contemporary 
killings (Amde, 2017). 

Through the game, players solve puzzles to unlock Wells’ truck and uncover her sto-
ry. The main purpose of the game is both to broadcast a message and train. Firstly, the 
game wishes to make (difficult) history more accessible to the youth (broadcast). Most of 
Wells’s work was destroyed, so this project also aims to reclaim this lost history based on 
surviving archives and fill the gaps with historically plausible information. Secondly, the 
game wishes to train young people to be inquisitive like Wells.

The game also has a well-defined target audience as it was created for black youth 
(i.e. young). While there are some digital components, the game is mostly physical and 
hands-on, including historical artefacts and primary documents. Players are high-school 
students who collaborate to explore historical archives using a phonograph but also role-
play as journalists who interview members of their community and raise awareness about 
specific issues affecting their community through social media. 

The puzzles are presented in a sequential/linear order and divided into three phas-
es. In the first phase, players are at their high school and need to solve a series of puzzles 
to unlock the compartments of a trunk full of Wells’ belongings. Players need to search the 
trunk for hidden compartments and a variety of items (mostly letters). Students also need 
to find an item, a phonograph, to be able to get clues from those letters. These puzzles can 
be mostly classified as exploration.

However, the game also includes role-playing, as in the second phase players are 
invited to apply the investigative skills they learned in the first phase to go into their com-
munity and interview people connected with youth who had recently been killed by the 
LAPD. This phase involved a school trip to a non-profit (community-based) social services 
organization. Since this also requires players to explore an environment to find new infor-
mation, we also classify this second phase as exploration. 

In the third and last phase, players return to the trunk at the high school. After they 
type the headlines for their interviews on a typewriter, a key falls out. The key opens 
a locked compartment where they find a vinyl record with a message from Wells. This 
last puzzle is strongly connected with the narrative and requires students to find data 
(interviews) and an item (a key) to complete the story. We can classify this last puzzle 
as narrative.

The narrative was supported by explicit or exposition storytelling, through the let-
ters found by players. In some way, there was also NPC interaction as when players placed 
a letter in the phonograph, they would hear Wells’ voice, but also when they interviewed 
members of the communities.

The design process was iterative and involved a team of 6 designers and the story 
was written in collaboration with a historian. The main designer – a university research-
er – had an initial concept and a purpose (“Tracking Ida”, n.d.). The narrative and the puz-
zles were then refined through the iterative process. There was also a post-evaluation us-
ing an ethnographic method to evaluate whether Tracking Ida was educational but also 
increased civic engagement.
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One Leaves
One Leaves (Wahoo Studios, 2019) is a single-player digital game developed for Xbox 

and PC platforms using the Unreal Engine. Players can interact using either a keyboard/
mouse or a game console. This is a horror-themed game where players are trapped in a 
hellish maze with 3 other NPCs. They need to solve a series of puzzles to be the first one 
to exit. If one of the other NPCs leaves first, the player loses. The purpose of the game is to 
broadcast a message and a very clear one: smoking is bad! The game tries to raise aware-
ness of the fact that smoking harms your health and is difficult to stop. Indeed, the game 
is inspired by the fact that only 1 out of 4 teens who start smoking can stop.

The main target is teenagers (i.e. young). The game is set in a building with differ-
ent floors. Each floor is a different environment: a school with a library, a hospital with a 
morgue, and a sewer. Players can move between floors using an elevator.

The puzzles are presented in sequential/linear order. The main puzzle is a maze, 
represented by red cables on the floor that players need to follow (exploration puzzle). 
Players also need to explore where 4 morgue doors lead to find the exit (exploration puz-
zle). In the library, players need to move bookshelves around to find a path out, much 
like a Rubik’s cube (creation puzzle). The game then includes a flashlight puzzle, which is 
located in the Hospital. Players need to turn on a series of lights in a specific sequence to 
gain access to a flashlight. This flashlight will then help them navigate the rest of the game 
and find items like an iron lung machine. This puzzle is a mix of intellect and observation.

Storytelling is delivered through NPC interactions and environmental visual clues. 
An unseen narrator describes the scenario to players and provides additional information, 
while visual clues such as blood support the narrative that smoking is unhealthy as well as 
the horror theme.

The game was developed by the game company Wahoo Studios in collaboration with 
the FDA’s Centre for Tobacco Products. No information was shared about the design pro-
cess itself or its evaluation. No papers or reports were published to share findings about 
the impact of the game.

Discussion and Conclusion
In this paper, we explored the design of escape rooms with a purpose, which we de-

fined as: games developed with a purpose beyond entertainment where players solve puz-
zles within a themed environment to achieve a goal. After providing an overview of the his-
tory and evolution of escape rooms, we delved into their potential purposes. We identified 
three broad categories: broadcast a message, train, and exchange data. Subsequently, 
we conducted a literature review spanning the fields of serious games, escape rooms, 
and puzzle design to explore how escape rooms are designed. This review allowed us to 
pinpoint a series of relevant design elements, which collectively formed a framework for 
designing escape rooms with a purpose.

To test this framework in practice, we analysed three case studies: Unlock Bath,  
Tracking Ida, and One Leaves. Our analysis involved comparing the design elements of each 
escape room and examining their design processes (Table 4). Based on this analysis, we final-
ized a list of design elements. Some elements were confirmed, such as purpose, goal/winning 
condition, theme, and narrative. Additionally, we refined or even added other design elements. 
The resulting list now constitutes our proposed framework for designing escape rooms with 
a purpose. This same framework can be also employed to conduct content analyses of such 
games, as demonstrated in our examination of Unlock Bath, Tracking Ida, and One Leaves. 
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Table 4: Summary content analysis of three escape rooms with a purpose

Unlock Bath Tracking Ida One Leaves

Purpose
Broadcast a message (his-
tory is about telling different 
sides of a story)

Broadcast a message (im-
portant to reclaim difficult 
history);

Train (investigative journal-
ists)

Broadcast a message (smok-
ing is bad)

Goal Solve a mystery (why is the 
brick blue?)

Accomplish a task (unlock all 
the compartments of Well’s 
trunk)

Escape from a locked envi-
ronment (exit the building)

Target
General public; 

Single-player
Teens (black youth); Multi-
ple-player

Teens; 

Single-player

Equipment
Digital

Computer

Mixed

Tangible and mobile

Digital

Computer or controllers

Theme Historical Historical Horror

Puzzle  
organisation Path-based Sequential/linear Sequential/linear

Storytelling Explicit/Exposition, Environ-
mental

Explicit or Exposition, NPC 
interaction

NPC Interactions, Environ-
mental

Puzzles Intellect, Dexterity, Observa-
tion, Creation and Narrative Exploration and Narrative Exploration, Creation, Intel-

lect/Observation

Evaluation Qualitative evaluation of the 
narrative with stakeholders

Ethnographic study to evalu-
ate the impact on learning 
and civic engagement

NA

Process Iterative and collaborative 
(museum professionals)

Iterative and collaborative 
(historian) NA

Source: own processing

a)	New Design Elements: ‘Concept/idea’ and ‘Stakeholders’
All the three escape rooms started with a clear concept or idea, but not necessarily 

with a clear purpose. This suggests that defining a purpose is not necessarily the first step 
in designing an escape room with a purpose. For example, the purpose of Unlock Bath 
was finalised through a collaborative process, involving stakeholders in the full design of 
the escape room. A stakeholder is a person that would be directly impacted by the es-
cape room. Hence, stakeholders may include not only the target players but also the game 
developers and the museums sharing their stories. In Tracking Ida, an expert in history 
was engaged during the design process, also emphasizing the importance of involving 
relevant stakeholders.

b)	Additional Notes on ‘Narrative’
Once the purpose is set, a key design challenge will be to align the puzzle design and 

organisation with this purpose. We previously argued that puzzles can be organized in four 
ways: open, sequential/linear, path-based, and hybrid. 

Unlock Bath organised the puzzles in multiple paths. A structure where multiple puz-
zles can be solved in parallel is beneficial for players (Schell, 2014). If players cannot solve 
a specific puzzle and get stuck, they may get tired and lose interest in the game. A parallel 
organisation (e.g. path-based or hybrid) would allow players to choose between differ-
ent puzzles, increasing engagement and extending interest (Schell, 2014). However, such 
puzzle organisation can also be difficult to plan, especially when you have a clear idea of 
what the players should experience and when. If developers have a very clear goal and 
purpose in mind, they may want players to follow a pre-set narrative. This may be the 
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reason why a Sequential/linear structure was preferred by Tracking Ida and One Leaves. If 
an escape room has limited or no storytelling, the focus primarily rests on puzzle organi-
zation. Designers need to carefully plan the puzzle flow. However, when storytelling is a 
significant component, designers can enhance the narrative using suggested methods: 
explicit or exposition, NPC interactions, environmental (Table 2). Unlock Bath, Tracking 
Ida, and One Leaves each employed two of these three methods.

In summary, the interplay between narrative and puzzle organization significantly 
impacts the escape room experience. Designers must strike a balance to create escape 
rooms that are engaging while achieving their purpose.

c)	Revised Elements: ‘Puzzle Design’ and ‘Equipment’ 
Once the organisation of the puzzles and the storytelling methods are finalised, it 

is time to design the puzzles. This can be a challenging task as there are many types of 
puzzles. We identified six main categories of puzzles: intellect, dexterity, exploration, ob-
servation, creation, and narrative. Selecting the right puzzles depends on the narrative, 
purpose, and goal of the game:

•	 Tracking Ida: This escape room includes exploration and narrative puzzles. Given 
that the narrative revolves around an investigative journalist training young people 
to be inquisitive, exploration puzzles align perfectly. Solving a mystery requires ex-
ploration to uncover clues.

•	 One Leaves: It primarily features exploration puzzles. The game’s goal is for play-
ers to exit a building, and exploration puzzles enhance players’ understanding of the 
environment. The simple purpose of broadcasting an anti-smoking message does 
not require an elaborate narrative, which may be why there are no narrative-based 
puzzles.

•	 Unlock Bath: Developed in collaboration with museum professionals, it emphasizes 
storytelling and historical artifacts. The purpose – to convey that history involves 
multiple perspectives – led to a majority of creation and narrative puzzles. These 
puzzles allow players to engage with key artifacts and characters, reconstructing 
specific elements of history.

Once developers decide which puzzles to design, another challenge would be how to 
balance these puzzles based on the targeted players. One solution to balance the game, 
especially with a diverse target audience, could be to set play modes. Nicholson (2015) 
suggests three modes or difficulty levels:

•	 casual, which may provide more hints or even solutions;
•	 standard, which may provide clues but not solutions;
•	 hardcore, which provides only a limited amount of support. This mode may also in-

clude harder puzzles and red herrings. 

By adjusting the play mode, designers can tailor the escape room experience to dif-
ferent audiences. Here’s how these modes can impact the game:

•	 Timing: The mode could set different time limits for completing the escape room.
•	 Puzzle Variety: Each mode might present different puzzles or alter existing ones.
•	 Clues and Hints: The level of assistance provided (hints, clues, or solutions) can vary 

based on the chosen mode.

Hints, in particular, appear to be more important than we initially thought, as they 
can help players both progress and maintain interest (Schell, 2014). Based on our analy-
sis, we agree with Krekhov et al. (2021) that a hint system should be included in the design  
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of escape room, especially when puzzles lack easy instructions or introductions to me-
chanics. For example, in physical escape rooms, there is usually someone to monitor play-
ers and provide hints when needed, while in digital games, hints could be provided via NPC 
interaction or a help button.

The choice of equipment (platform and interaction modality) will also depend on pre-
vious choices, especially on the purpose of the game and its target audience. For example, 
Unlock Bath was developed as a digital game to reach a wider audience. Instead, mixed 
versions could help physically and virtually engage with the members of a local commu-
nity. This was the case with Tracking Ida, where players could post their findings on social 
media. Mixing digital and analogue elements may also help improve the social experience, 
which is often a limitation of fully digital games (Nicholson, 2015). But while physical/
mixed games can be more collaborative, they can also trigger issues of privacy and safety, 
especially if strangers may be watching as we play (De Angeli, 2022). The game expe-
rience always happens in a place or location (Schell, 2014), whether it is on our sofa at 
home or in a public space like a museum or an arcade hall. Each location comes with its 
opportunities and challenges. For instance, digital escape rooms may be less collabora-
tive but can be played at home, and this can provide the safety and privacy needed to fully 
immerse ourselves (De Angeli, 2022). Thus, developers should carefully think about the 
place in which their games will be played, whether it is private or public, and this decision 
should be influenced by both the purpose and the stakeholders. In turn, the location may 
influence the platform and interaction modality. For example, Tracking Ida was designed 
to engage with shared history and interact with the local community. Hence, public loca-
tions are chosen for this game (i.e. a high school and a community organization). This 
translated into an experience that is mostly physical, with some digital elements (i.e. en-
gaging with the community through social media).

d)	Final Framework
A framework for the design (and analysis) of escape rooms with a purpose was de-

veloped based on literature review and case study analysis. While individual elements may 
not be entirely new – since they were extracted from various studies related to escape 
rooms, serious games, and puzzle design – their combination into the proposed frame-
work represents a novel contribution. Designers can use this framework to explain the 
creation of Escape Rooms with a Purpose or guide the content analysis of existing ones 
(Appendix A).

e)	Limitations and Future Studies
The three analysed escape rooms were either fully digital or with a digital component 

(Table 4). Digital versions are easier to find and play online, which may explain why we 
could not identify any physical escape rooms with a purpose. Nevertheless, in the future, 
we wish to use our framework to analyse more escape rooms with a purpose, including 
physical ones.

While the framework can already be used for content analysis of existing escape 
rooms, it could be also expanded to include other qualitative methods, such as analysing 
players’ comments in online forums. For example, while there was no official evaluation of 
One Leaves, there were some interesting comments in gamers’ forums such as Metacritic, 
TrueAchievements, and Garage Band Gamers. From those comments, it is clear that play-
ers enjoyed the theme, the music, and the general design of the game. However, players 
often commented how they did not realise there was an anti-smoking message, and when 
they did, they felt it was more as an advertisement against smoking than a game. This 
suggests that better communication of the game’s purpose would have been beneficial. 
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Further studies could explore how developers of escape rooms with a purpose could ef-
fectively convey their game’s purpose to manage expectations, maintain trust, engage 
players, and ultimately achieve their intended goals.

Finally, through this paper we identified two interesting gaps concerning the design 
of escape rooms with a purpose. Firstly, while there have been some successful exam-
ples of game designed with the purpose of exchanging data (Schrier, 2016), we could not 
find any examples of escape rooms specifically designed to process and analyse data. 
For example, through the computer game Foldit (University of Washington, 2008) players 
can contribute to research in the field of protein folding while the mobile game Sea Hero 
Quest (Glitchers, 2016) provides data for Alzheimer’s research. The goal of the first game 
is to find the best solutions to fold the structures of given proteins. These solutions are 
then investigated by scientists, for example to cure diseases. In the second game, players 
control a boat in the sea, thus helping scientists to better understand human navigational 
abilities. Similarly, escape rooms could be designed and evaluated to collect data about 
a variety of human skills, including problem-solving, communication, memory and other 
cognitive skills. This could feed into research into, for instance, health (e.g. dementia), 
creativity and teamwork. While escape rooms have been already used to explore team-
work (Cohen et al., 2020), research and development in the field is still rare and limited, 
for example, to players sharing data but not processing it.

Secondly, none of the three analysed escape rooms included an official debriefing. 
However, debriefing is key to supporting game objectives such as learning (Buchner et 
al., 2022) or even critical reflection (De Angeli et al., 2021). For example, Nicholson (2015) 
highlights that debriefing is – or should be – a key element of escape rooms. Debriefing 
techniques are used, for example, to help participants return to the ‘real world, both men-
tally and emotionally’ (Nicholson, 2015). Debriefing may also help avoid overwhelming 
players. Thus, future work could explore the use of different debriefing methods in escape 
rooms with a purpose as well as their impact on players.
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APPENDIX A: CHECKLIST

Concept/idea: 
_______________________________________________________________________

Stakeholders
Who are the Players?

	ᴏ Preschool ___________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Schoolchildren _______________________________________________________
	ᴏ Teens ______________________________________________________________
	ᴏ College/University students ____________________________________________
	ᴏ Professionals ________________________________________________________
	ᴏ General public

Other stakeholders?
	ᴏ Experts/consultants
	ᴏ Museum professionals
	ᴏ Teachers
	ᴏ Healthcare professionals
	ᴏ Policymakers
	ᴏ Other: ______________________________________________________________

Purpose 
	ᴏ Broadcast a message. Message: _________________________________________
	ᴏ Train. Field/Topic: ____________________________________________________
	ᴏ Exchange data. Data: __________________________________________________

Goal/Winning Condition
	ᴏ Escape from a locked environment. Environment: ____________________________
	ᴏ Solve a mystery. Mystery: ______________________________________________
	ᴏ Accomplish a task. Task: _______________________________________________

Equipment
Location: 

	ᴏ Public:  _____________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Private: _____________________________________________________________

Platform: 
	ᴏ Physical
	ᴏ Digital
	ᴏ Mixed. Physical: _______________________     Digital:  _______________________

Interaction modality: 
	ᴏ Keyboard/mouse
	ᴏ Gaming controllers: ___________________________________________________
	ᴏ Mobile interface: _____________________________________________________
	ᴏ Tangible: ____________________________________________________________



134  Game Studies

Theme
	ᴏ No Theme/Abstract
	ᴏ Historical
	ᴏ Futuristic
	ᴏ Fantasy
	ᴏ Horror
	ᴏ Scientific
	ᴏ Military
	ᴏ Everyday life
	ᴏ Steampunk
	ᴏ Seasonal
	ᴏ Pop culture, 
	ᴏ Other: ______________________________________________________________

Narrative
Puzzle organisation: Storytelling methods: 

	ᴏ Open
	ᴏ Sequential/linear
	ᴏ Path-based
	ᴏ Hybrid

	ᴏ No Storytelling
	ᴏ Explicit or Exposition
	ᴏ NPC Interactions
	ᴏ Environmental

Puzzle Design 
Puzzle types:

	ᴏ Intellect ____________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Dexterity ___________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Exploration _________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Observation _________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Creation ____________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Narrative ___________________________________________________________

Difficulty mode: 
	ᴏ None
	ᴏ Timing: _____________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Different puzzles: _____________________________________________________
	ᴏ Hint system. E.g. social interaction, help button, other: ________________________

Evaluation 
	ᴏ Interviews
	ᴏ Ethnography
	ᴏ Focus groups/participatory workshops
	ᴏ Analysis of players’ comments from: _____________________________________
	ᴏ In-game data: ________________________________________________________
	ᴏ Survey. Which survey: _________________________________________________
	ᴏ Other: ______________________________________________________________
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ABSTRACT: 
The article seeks to establish a foundational framework for comprehending crucial defini-
tions and concepts related to auditory space in digital gaming, particularly focusing on 
audio games designed for visually impaired individuals (VI), often devoid of graphical in-
terfaces. While existing studies often emphasize players’ interactions with interfaces and 
the acquisition of real-life skills, this text explores audio games through the lens of enter-
tainment and immersion. Numerous studies indicate a demand among visually impaired 
players for more intricate and challenging games, incorporating elements usually used in 
standard digital gaming experiences. By combining definitions from both audio and tra-
ditional digital games, this article broadens the scope of sound design considerations, 
encompassing various aspects and classifications. It presents several auditory dimen-
sions, consolidating them into a comprehensive dimension called attenuation, putting 
their roles within a game’s context. The author is a sound designer currently working on 
an audio game; therefore, many of the presented definitions are also a guide that will rep-
resent some of his own considerations while working on this game. These include not only 
the use of binaural or ambisonic sound but also understanding the ways and means of how 
to work with (3D) space in the context of audio and its possible functions.

KEY WORDS: 
ambisonic sound, attenuation, audio games, auditory dimensions, auditory space, binau-
ral sound, digital games, sound, sound design, visually impaired.

DOI: 
10.34135/actaludologica.2024-7-1.136-150

Introduction
Audio games have been produced for many years. In fact, the first audio games1 ap-

peared not that long after the first popular digital games started to emerge in the 70s and 
80s. However, many of these used very basic interfaces and were playable mostly only 
with accessibility software (or, more specifically, text-to-speech software). Since then, 
a whole genre has started to form, taken different shapes, used different technologies, 
and focused on different goals. Online platform AudioGames.net describes them simply 
as games, the main output of which is sound rather than graphics (“Welcome at”, n.d.). 
The primary focus of this article, however, is not the definition and categorization of au-
dio games (although a brief discussion of some of the genres is going to be needed), but 
rather the definitions of their aspects regarding auditive space and issues that may ap-
pear, depending on the type of game and – as we will see later – the players themselves. 
Whenever audio games are discussed (especially when discussing games created for VI2), 
a very narrow and specific scope is usually utilized, considering the limitations of what can 

1	 Remark by the author: In this case we mean games that were not primarily created as audio games but 
could fall under this genre from a  current point of view. Many of these include so called MUDs – Multi-
User Dungeons, since they provide information via text and therefore allow options for access for visually 
impaired people.

2	 Remark by the author: Legally blind or partially impaired.
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be done without a graphical interface or more traditional ways of controlling and navigat-
ing the game. In this text, we try to expand the definitions, and a more ‘general’ approach 
is used, embracing the definitions typical for conventional digital games from the per-
spective of current sound design theory and practice, as well as because many problems 
regarding accessibility are irregularly and randomly spread across different players. We 
believe this approach could bring a new point of view on audio games and extend how 
they are created. Another goal of this article is to highlight that there is no definitive and 
unequivocal way to create audio games that can satisfy all visually impaired players. This 
is due to the same reasons why players without visual disabilities do not play all games but 
usually enjoy specific genres and choose not to play others.

Among many of the studies, few try to use a  similar approach. For example,  
Andrade et al. (2019) aim to understand the ‘lived experience’ and practices of players 
with visual impairment in their interactions with games and play. Their approach pre-
sents a more practical look at how VI individuals perceive digital games and their prefer-
ences and criticisms. One of the details from their article points to the fact that there 
is no consistent set of rules or audio cues (a notion we define later) that would be used 
in different games across all the different audio games, and that players usually must 
learn a new set of ‘auditive language’ from the beginning with each new game they play  
(Andrade et al., 2019). A similar idea was presented by White et al. (2008), stating that 
the development of a standard for using audio to communicate 3D data in an operation-
ally deterministic manner remains a goal of future work. Although this article was writ-
ten in 2008, this issue is still relevant. This notion could be contextualized by Bălan et al. 
(2015b). In their research, they found that information from the central and the periph-
eral regions of space is processed differently by the auditory system of the VI – in one of 
the experiments, VI participants and sighted (blindfolded) participants were required to 
locate the target sound and to specify if there was any difference in its spectral content 
(the presented sound was 555 Hz pure tone frequency) when more sounds were played 
consecutively. This study showed that VI were more efficient in detecting and localizing 
sound targets3 but less efficient in discriminating the spectral content. Simply put, VI 
were better at defining where the sound is coming from but worse at what the sound is 
or how its spectral character changes.

It should be pointed out, however, that many of the experiments like this are per-
formed while using ‘sterile’ and somewhat artificial sounds. We do not usually hear pure 
frequencies in real-life situations. It is widely known among sound designers that many 
individuals, regardless of their visual ability, may struggle to distinguish between differ-
ent pure tone frequencies or accurately describe changes in pitch. Some researchers 
(and game developers) work with white and pink noise. Coincidentally, another piece of 
research from Bălan et al. (2015a) used a combination of white and pink noise in varying 
proportions to create a sense of space, more precisely – front and back sound localiza-
tion. While the choice of sounds like this is understandable from a research perspective, it 
contrasts with what some of the ‘different approach’ studies present.

Many of the interviewed VI players expressed a desire for more immersive experi-
ences with the use of 3D audio in games, and even some of the features we know from 
conventional games like RPGs – for example, different types of armour in the game that 
would have distinctive sounds according to the material (Andrade et al., 2019).

Urbanek and Güldenpfennig (2019) take a similar approach in their research as out-
lined in the paragraphs above. They talked with several ‘game veterans’ of sound-based 

3	 Remark by the author: Which was a logical assumption, since it’s been proven by many studies in the past 
that visually impaired people usually develop other senses (like hearing, smell, tactile skills etc.) more.
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gaming and conducted 14 interviews, creating a set of their own experiences, revolving 
mainly around creativity, play, and social exchange. The results of these interviews closely 
resemble what was also found by Andrade et. al., involving the desire to play digital games 
in general, but also limitations of known audio games and main-stream games as well (in 
this context, video games, in general, are referred to as main-stream games). Michael  
Urbanek’s body of work focuses on audio games from several different perspectives, for 
example rethinking prototyping for audio games (Urbanek & Güldenpfennig, 2017), un-
derstanding audio games online (Urbanek et al., 2019), or even working towards an online 
audio game editor (Urbanek et al., 2018b) and creating a set of ‘anti rules’ for audio game 
design (Urbanek et al., 2018a).

Some researchers directed their focus at audio games more than 20 years ago. 
Sánchez and Lumbreras (1999) studied the potential of audio games in the context of sup-
porting learning and mental map generation in visually impaired children. They produced 
and utilised the game AudioDoom (a simplified audio-only version of a popular shooter) 
to test how well children would be able to reconstruct the map from this game using Lego 
bricks (Lumbreras & Sánchez, 1999; Sánchez & Lumbreras, 1999).

One of the points of this article is to talk about audio games as ‘games’ – that 
means considering more traditional notions like immersion. This notion would not hold 
against simplistic sounds, strictly using clean sound waves or types of noise. In the fol-
lowing chapters, we will present a  combination of definitions that could be applied to 
audio games for VI, the same as for traditional players, as well as point out some poten-
tial problems that might be related. Even though there are currently hundreds of audio 
games for VI, many of these are still very simple in nature, and although there have been 
a lot of ‘we-live-in-the-golden-era-of-sound’ statements in recent years, the industry is 
still leaning heavily towards visual perfection, VR/AR experiences, leaving sound some-
what behind.

Another significant area that our article only slightly touches upon is that of acces-
sibility. Accessibility options are slowly being introduced in the mainstream consoles. 
Microsoft and Sony, with their recent models of consoles, began to implement ways for 
people with different disabilities to be able to interact with the consoles themselves, and 
in a  limited fashion with the games. Visually impaired users (both legally blind and par-
tially impaired) now have the option to use text readers in the menus and some of the 
games, as well as zooming the screen, using high contrast modes and colourblind mode, 
along with other functions, which was not so common just a  few years ago. For exam-
ple, Xbox launched the Microsoft Game Accessibility Testing Service in February 2021, 
a program developed for publishers and developers to validate the accessibility of their 
games (Mortaloni, 2023), following their release of the Xbox Adaptive Controller, released 
in September 2018 (Wilson, 2019). Sony followed this with their version of an adaptive and 
customizable controller called Access, with the release of Project Leonardo in January 
2023 (Nishino, 2023). It might seem unrelated to the audio games topic,  however, many 
VI players expressed issues with actual controls – for most players, WASD keys as keys 
for movement are standard, but VI players expressed the need for regular arrow keys, as 
well as problems with navigating games with a keyboard and mouse, which could be an 
interesting idea for separate research.

The previous paragraph suggests an increasing trend in taking more prominent 
steps toward players with disabilities. However, this also means that more time must be 
spent studying how to implement different kinds of sounds in different games. In the next 
chapter, we discuss some of the most important definitions regarding audio games and 
put them in the context of traditional sound design.
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How to Talk about Auditory 
Space

We can approach audio in digital games from several points of view. Some are more 
technical, and some bear an aesthetic element, making them more ambiguous. All of them, 
however, can be applied to audio games in one of their forms and functions. Functions will 
also be discussed since they are essential to any digital game development. Some of the 
definitions will also be put in the context of sound design decisions, because the fact that 
something can be used does not necessarily mean it should be used – and vice versa.

Before we begin to discuss the various auditory dimensions in more detail, it is nec-
essary to define the concept of auditory space, which we have already mentioned sev-
eral times in our text. This notion does not exist as a dictionary term expressing specific 
features. Rather, it represents a set of different elements, properties and ways in which 
space in digital games can be thought of in the context of their genre and type, but also 
more broadly in a technological and therefore historical context. Auditory elements in 
such conjunction then represent the way in which sound designers respond to the specific 
situations and needs of a particular game. However, it is important to be aware of the func-
tions of sound and their possible uses. Murphy and Neff (2011) say that no matter what ap-
proach is employed in creating sound design, the primary objective is always the enhance-
ment of the virtual scene and the enrichment of the user experience, which correlates with 
the opinions of the majority of other authors involved in sound design theory and practice.

Based on this rough definition, we can then approach auditory space from several 
possible angles. Very simplistically, we can think about what (and if) the player hears, in 
what part of the game (or from where), how they hear it, and most importantly, why they 
hear it. When we construct the definition of auditory space in this way, it becomes clear 
that the genre and type of a particular digital game are very relevant. The way auditory ele-
ments are perceived in a 2D game (whether designed in a top-down style or a platformer 
we watch from a side-view) is different in a 3D game. In the latter case, for example, it is 
essential to consider the positioning of the so-called ‘listener’, as the response of sound 
to player actions differs between games that use first-person view and third-person view.

The historical and technological context is then defined by the possibilities of audi-
tory space itself, as the potential possibilities of working with and implementing sound 
evolve with each passing year.

The Definitions of Auditive 
Elements in the Context  
of Audio Games

The easiest way to begin the definitional part of this text is probably defining so-called 
auditory dimensions. This term is usually used to describe three general characteristics of 
sound – loudness, pitch, and timbre. We will expand these since audio games are an in-
teractive medium requiring an extended approach. Bălan et al. (2014) add directionality, 
distance, and externalization to the previous three. In another research (Wang et al., 2022), 
auditory dimensions are defined as pitch, volume, panning, length, tapping, and timbre.  
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Although this research did not focus on audio games, but on the sonification of different 
data types, the ‘tapping’ dimension is a  very interesting concept for our topic. For our 
purposes, we will combine the presented auditory dimensions and talk about volume (or 
loudness),4 pitch, timbre, directionality (which can be understood as a synonym for panning 
and positioning), length and repetition (again a synonym for tapping, but more suitable for 
us). We add one more category, however – attenuation, which is technically a combination of 
more elements. However, in the context of sound design theory and practice, it is one of the 
elements of the ‘mix’, a fourth category of sound as defined by Bridgett (2021).

Volume (or loudness) can be understood as one of the most fundamental concepts in 
audio in general. In the context of audio games, however, it can be one of the most effective 
ways to communicate distance (whether from any object, objective, or location). It also can 
carry the meaning of ‘amount’ in general. Suppose there is a game in which the important 
information for the player cannot be conveyed by a voice or any other means. In that case, 
the volume of specific sounds can represent a level of anything that needs to be understood 
– remaining life with the increasing sound of a heartbeat, the height of our position on the 
map with the increasing sound of the wind, and many other things. Volume can also be un-
derstood from the perspective of silence. If something dramatically lowers in volume or com-
pletely stops playing, it is usually a sign to the player that she or he should start paying atten-
tion. Volume in connection with music can also bring some surprising effects – Kellaris et al. 
(1996) suggest that very loud music can make time feel perceived more slowly by its listeners.

The pitch of the sound is more complex than the volume. It can be simply explained 
as a way to perceive sound frequency. It is usually measured in Hz, and most people can 
distinguish between 20 Hz to 18 Hz.5 Some studies (e.g. Wang et al., 2022) proved that 
pitch is one of the most effective ways to communicate information. From the sound per-
spective, it can be easily explained: when the pitch of the sound is changing, our ears usu-
ally perceive it quite significantly. The pitch can be translated to ‘tones’ from the musical 
perspective. When we imagine a piano, lower tones represent a lower pitch, and the higher 
we go, the higher the pitch. This example can also demonstrate how complicated using 
different pitches can be. The tones (or the frequency) of the sounds can be easily distin-
guishable when placed a little further apart. However, if we were to play two keys that are 
only one semitone apart, many people without any musical training would have problems 
identifying ‘what’ is happening with the sound and would not be able to describe whether 
tones are played ‘higher’ or ‘lower’. The same applies to two similar frequencies of pure 
tones. Pitch as a concept or a game mechanic can be assigned to different things. Some 
audio games use changes in pitch precisely to tell the player whether a sound is located 
at the front or the back – which is, by the way, one of the most common problems in this 
genre since a 100% realistic representation of sound localization is not possible, even with 
the use of the most advanced binaural or ambisonic microphones, partly because individ-
ual HRTFs (Head Related Transfer Functions) demand complicated measuring techniques 
(see Farkaš, 2018). To complicate things further, the pitch is a  feature all sounds have. 
That means if we change the pitch of the voice, we will get completely different effects 
than if we change the pitch to, say, the sound of an elevator. We can create a chipmunk or 
a Darth Vader voice, but when we gradually raise the pitch of an elevator sound, suddenly, 
we have created a charging intergalactic laser beam.

4	 Remark by the author: However, it should be mentioned that loudness in this regard does not represent 
subjective temporal perception of sound pressure in contrast with volume, which is measured a  little 
differently – as defined by acoustics, mixing or mastering process. We use volume and loudness as 
synonyms here to simplify the definitions.

5	 Remark by the author: This is a very approximate and general definition. Younger people are able to hear 
more frequencies and as we get older, our ability to hear higher frequencies (above 16 Hz and more) usually 
decreases. On the other end, we tend to ‘feel’ lower frequencies (under 20 Hz) more than ‘hear’ them.
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Timbre can be understood as the quality of the sound, defined by its overtones, 
varying in their frequencies related to fundamental tone, volume, and waveform pat-
terns (Savage, 2014). Simply put, timbre represents a  ’colour’ perception of the sound. 
In connection with pitch (and volume), for example, we can see how complex the sound 
can get – two different people singing in the same pitch and volume can sound drasti-
cally different only because their vocal cords grew differently. The same applies to musi-
cal instruments – timbre distinguishes all musical instruments from each other. We can 
usually tell if we hear a Spanish acoustic guitar, a dulcimer, or a harp (all three use strings), 
and most people would probably be able to distinguish between a trumpet, a flute, and 
a trombone.6 The problems start to occur when we want to use atonal sounds7 – or Foley. 
Foley represents many things and depends on the viewpoint from which we define it. From 
the traditional movie perspective, Foley is the art form that adds believable sound effects 
to on-screen character movements (Marks, 2017). In sound design theory and practice, 
Foley may represent many more things than just character movement. Some sound de-
signers instead use the term ‘sound effects’ (although this could cause a little confusion 
as well),8 representing all the sounds made by objects around – the sound of a door, table, 
water, simply all the things that make sounds in one way or another. The element of timbre 
can be problematic when we put it in relation to the ‘where vs. what’ idea. The sound of 
some objects or sound effects would be recognized easily by VI and sighted people (e.g. 
car engine, plane, singing of birds, typing on a  keyboard, or breaking glass), but many 
other sounds could cause problems. For example, a creaking wood sound could represent 
a rocking chair, a wooden window shutter, or an old dry tree. Without any visual represen-
tation or any other ‘help’, some sounds are simply too difficult to refer to a single thing, 
even for sighted people. That means timbre as an auditory dimension can be a mighty but 
double-edged sword and should be considered carefully, mainly in connection with sound 
functions, discussed later.

Directionality, or panning/positioning as an auditory dimension, represents sound 
elements that rely heavily on implementation decisions. The implementation process 
constitutes the methods of how the different sounds are put into a game. In the context 
of directionality, several points of view should be considered if we want to stay within this 
article. The most basic approach is the concept of stereo panning. In a traditional stereo 
field, we can place and move the sound to the left or right. If combined with a volume 
dimension, this is probably the easiest way to create a perception of space in an audio 
game. This, however, is effective only if our gaming space is 180 degrees in front of the 
player. Another step would be combining the previous two dimensions with the pitch – all 
the sounds ‘behind’ the player could be gradually turned down a pitch to signal the change 
of position, making the player able to perceive a 360-degree area around them. Again – 
this works in theory but should be carefully tested before implementing in a real game. 
Nevertheless, directionality can also mean more specific things. When, for example, im-
plementing sound created to be played constantly (loop), we can ‘place’ it anywhere in 
the location of our gaming space. Game engines like Unreal or Unity usually have several 
options that can be tweaked to change how the sound is perceived. Several parameters 
should capture our attention if we want to implement the sound in 3D space. Every sound 
can have an inner and outer circle of volume falloff, and – what is more important – other 

6	 Remark by the author: Of course, just as with the example with pitch, some people would have difficulties 
distinguishing viola, violin or maybe even high tones played by cello.

7	 Remark by the author: In this regard, we do not mean atonal music as compositions written in the early 20th 
century, but more broadly sounds without clearly distinguishable tones or pitches.

8	 Remark by the author: In the context of DAW (Digital Audio Workstations), sound effects could be 
mistaken for audio-effects, which refer to different ways of how to change/manipulate sound quality (like 
equalization, compression, flanging, chorus, pitch modulation etc.).
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spatialization parameters change how this sound reacts if we go closer to it and pan our 
camera (or listener) left/right. The audio listener allows us to hear the audio in the game 
and represents the auditory perspective rendered when playing spatial audio. Usually, this 
component is added to a game camera (Sinclair, 2020) – in the environment of an audio 
game, the audio listener is probably one of the most complex terms, simply because there 
is usually no camera involved, and our listening experience is solely based on the game 
type. This can mean anything from a fully 3D environment to a 2D top-down view. Spa-
tialization settings can quite significantly change our hearing experience and immersion. 
If we set this parameter too low, sounds can quickly and abruptly ‘jump’ from the left to 
the right channel, which might break the immersion and confuse the player in the case of 
an audio game. If we set the parameter too high, left vs. right information can only be per-
ceived from a greater distance since when we are closer to the source, we will simply hear 
it in both channels. In middleware like FMOD or Wwise, built-in parameters can help us 
with the directionality of a sound. The elevation parameter is useful if we want to change 
our audio source on the vertical distance between the source and a listener, and can cre-
ate a simple vertical occlusion effect, respectively, the impression that something is up or 
down. There is also an event cone parameter in FMOD, tracking the position and direction 
of an audio source relative to the audio listener – this way, we can, for example, simulate 
a situation when we face a talking NPC whose voice gets quieter or muffled when we go 
around or behind it.

Length of a  sound is a  self-explanatory term, but it can also contain more infor-
mation than it might seem. Short sounds can be used differently than longer sounds, 
and there is also an ‘infinite’ length if we use looping sounds. In combination with sim-
ple sound effects,9 short duration can catch our attention if used carefully, and with 
correctly set directional settings, volume, and pitch, this kind of sound can (and usu-
ally is) be used as a  navigational beacon for a  player with visual impairment.10 Some 
of these are used as so-called attractors – they can actively draw player’s attention 
for different reasons. Loops are usually used as a  wider texture, describing the loca-
tion or mood of a certain game area. The shorter the sound, the more obvious it can 
be, but even a  5-6-second-long sound can be considered  short in this manner. A few 
other terms should be defined in connection with the length of sounds and before-
mentioned attractors. First, so-called auditory icons represent short, icon-like sound 
events that have semantic connections to the physical events they represent (Csapó 
& Wersényi, 2013). They are easy to interpret and learn, and in the context of an audio 
game, they can represent short sounds associated with specific objects, helping the 
players to identify what is happening around them, what kind of material they are walk-
ing on, and similar details. Second, there are so-called ‘earcons’, which can be under-
stood as message-like sounds (for example, consecutive short notes) that gain mean-
ing through abstract relationships between signifier and signified. Users (or players in 
our context) are required to explicitly learn how earcons are linked with different events 
(Csapó & Wersényi, 2013). The third term to consider is the so-called ‘spearcon’. This is 
an interesting concept because, according to past research (see Jeon & Walker, 2009), 
spearcons were found to be superior to auditory icons or earcons when tested in dif-
ferent applications. They represent sounds obtained by speeding up speech, usually to 
the point that they are no longer recognizable as speech but preserving their original  

9	 Remark by the author: And here we can talk literally about synthesized beeps and bloops, as well as about 
more realistic sounds.

10	 Remark by the author: Although these kinds of sounds are also used in traditional games for sighted 
players.
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pitch11 (Csapó & Wersényi, 2013). According to Juan and Walker, they resemble finger-
prints since the acoustic relation between these and the original speech phrases is still 
present.

Repetition is a concept that is not a literal auditive dimension, but which might par-
adoxically be one of the most important. Similar to volume and pitch, the repetition of 
sound can easily convey many types of information, especially in combination with short 
sounds. If we correctly use it and teach the player at the very beginning (and of course, 
again, if we combine it with, say, the changes in the pitch), we can use different numbers 
of repetitions to bear information concerning things like correct/wrong, open/close, go/
stop, attack/run, the worth of a treasure, durability of a weapon/armour, or virtually any 
other thing that can be assigned with short consecutive sounds. In an extreme case, we 
could navigate the map without any graphical interface using just one short sound repre-
senting the north/south/ /east/west direction and one sound that would play if we walked 
into the wall. One ‘beep’ could be north, two beeps west, etc. Another thing to consider is 
something we briefly mentioned previously – VI usually develop other senses more, which 
means they can distinguish shorter consecutive sounds better, even if played very quickly. 
This can be demonstrated by the fact that text-to-speech generators implemented into 
some audio games usually read the text extremely quickly, sometimes making it problem-
atic for sighted people to understand. Regarding the length, repetition should be consid-
ered when assigning sounds to important objects like enemies. If there is a longer pause 
between enemies’ ‘barks’12, it can be problematic for a player to localize them successfully.

Attenuation is our own way of combining most of the auditive dimensions into one 
complex entity, and can be understood as a governing element over all the above. We have 
already slightly touched on some of the methods attenuation presents when describing 
pitch or directionality. However, this term can refer to more ways to process sound and 
can become very complex. Bridgett (2021) defines attenuation as setting up the amount 
of volume, low pass, or high pass filtering that occurs on a 3D object’s sound as the lis-
tener in the game gets further away from the sound source. Usually, attenuation is created 
using so-called attenuation curves – these can be assigned to any parameter or audio 
effect we can imagine. Curves can have different shapes, and given parameters react ac-
cordingly. The linear curve would probably be used in different scenarios than logarithmic, 
and the game engines also offer custom shapes. Attenuation can include most of the au-
ditory dimensions in one complex combination. For example, suppose we want to create 
a sense of space for an object in a room. In that case, we can set up curves like this: one 
curve is going to affect volume according to the distance from the sound source, a second 
curve is going to represent the amount of reverb added to the sound (this has to be ap-
plied in reverse because we want to hear more reverb the further away from the object we 
are), the third is going to cut off high frequencies if we leave a certain distance or a room 
itself and if we want to add details, we can add another layer of sound, audible only if we 
move very close to the object. All of this will be created with the set of multiple attenuation 
curves, but – this method allows us to process all of these elements with just one adaptive 
parameter linked to distance. If we have a capable programmer in a team, we can create 
a simple attenuation that makes all the sounds ‘behind’ us sound slightly more pitched 

11	 Remark by the author: This technique is easily accessible in most standard DAWs as so-called time-
stretching, which can have different results when using different algorithms. If we speed-up (or slow down) 
the time in which the sound is played, we have an option to either preserve its pitch, or to produce more 
natural sound, that would create a chipmunk-like effect or completely slowed-down low-frequency heavy 
sound, similar to if we slowed down a playing vinyl record.

12	 Remark by the author: Some sound designers use this term for short sounds or one-liners of NPCs or 
enemies, functioning as their sound ‘identity’, strengthening immersion and sometimes even offering 
information.
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down, filtered, or with reduced mid-content.13 Attenuation should be considered carefully 
when dealing with important parts of a sound design in any game. If a story is an impor-
tant element of our concept and is conveyed by a voice, we want to hear it from a greater 
distance. That means that the attenuation curve of the volume of this voice is probably 
going to be longer than that of other, less critical sounds, and its shape is not going to be 
linear but rather convex.

As we can see, all the auditory dimensions (including attenuation) create a sophis-
ticated and complex system of variables. This perspective makes sound design a wildly 
extensive area in which the most straightforward solution using just a  few sounds can 
resolve in functional gameplay and intelligible game navigation. Likewise, we can create 
complex and immersive soundscapes that communicate information effectively. There 
are other dimensions that we could analyze in this manner next to volume, pitch, or direc-
tionality. One such could be movement. So far, we have been talking about sounds that 
do not move, but that is not always the case in games (it is, rather, the opposite). Again, 
this dimension could be viewed from the perspective of understanding vital information 
in any digital game. If a short, simple sound travels from the left to right channel, it may 
have a different meaning than if it travels in the opposite direction. If a sound is added to 
a moving game object as a component, a player can perceive the changes in its location, 
distance, etc. This means that movement as a dimension of sound could be used in many 
categories, whether it represents the sounds of a user interface, game objects, or enemy 
location.

Auditory Dimensions  
in the Context of Functions

The functions of sounds in digital games are a vast and expansive topic, complicated 
by the fact that every game is different. Even more so if we want to discuss audio games 
without visuals. Functions as such could be defined in many ways, and some authors offer 
a simple list of these, from which we can ‘bounce’ further in defining more specific terms. 
Zdanowicz and Bambrick (2019) offer six primary functions of sound: providing sonic 
feedback to the player, communicating emotion/setting the mood, providing a sense of 
space, defining realism through literal and non-literal sounds, establishing a sonic identity 
or brand, and establishing structure, narrative, and pacing. However, they further claim 
that this is not an exhaustive list but rather a framework of important notions that overlap 
in many ways. Bridgett (2021) does not define the functions at all – but instead offers 
a large number of examples from which we can easily read all the various functions and 
methods of working with sound. Sinclair (2020) creates three broad function categories 
– inform, entertain, and immerse, discussing them from the perspective of the purpose 
of audio in games in general, further dividing these into smaller, more detailed categories 
(like, e.g. how to inform and what to inform about). From our perspective, it is easier to ask 
several simple questions. For example, what game genre are we dealing with, and how and 
why can a sound communicate it? What types of sound do we need in this game? Where, 
when, and why are they played? Do we need these sounds to navigate the game, or are 
they just creating a more immersive experience?

13	 Remark by the author: Mid content means a part of an audio that is not different between left and right 
channels and is basically a mono content in the ‘middle’.
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The most crucial thing in this context is understanding audio from the perspective of 
all the different dimensions we discussed before, and asking one specific question all the 
time: What does the game really need? This question is probably the most important idea 
that many sound designers and authors proposed and can be extended to what a player 
really needs to hear to successfully play and navigate the game. Of course, the audio game 
genre complicates this a  bit further because many sound functions in digital games are 
linked to visuals. Considering all the obstacles VI players can face, we can get around this by 
incorporating other methods that would function similarly. A synergy effect usually occurs 
when we combine more than one way the sound exists within the game. One area we have 
not discussed so far in this text is haptic feedback. Regarding console controllers, and even 
more so with smartphone devices, haptic feedback can be efficiently executed by the vibra-
tion capabilities of these devices. Regarding some of the basic functions of sound, vibration 
can be performed as an extension. An information category can be an interesting example 
of how sound can be enhanced with vibration to provide further details and guidance for 
a player. Suppose a game needs to communicate to a player that there is a monster behind 
her or him, in addition to attenuated sounds of footsteps (which could still confuse localiza-
tion if not appropriately filtered). In that case, a vibration can be added to these steps – but 
only when the monster is behind (e.g. anywhere else than in the 180-degree field in front of 
the player). Steps treated like this also provide feedback and can even increase the level of 
emotions the player feels at that moment since the level of excitement or fear rises. It should 
be pointed out, however, that the topic of haptic feedback covers a large area of its own and 
its examination is not the primary goal of this article.

The whole point of sound functions in any (audio) game is simple – they should increase 
immersion and provide a player with enough information to successfully play, navigate, un-
derstand, and finish the game. The way we understand this is solely based on the specific 
game and after asking two questions stated in a previous paragraph. If we ‘teach’ a player 
at the very beginning of the game that when harp sounds are played, she or he is in a safe 
zone/merchant area, she or he will remember it until the end of the game. Likewise, associat-
ing the sound of drums with enemies will make her or him more aware of the surroundings 
later in the game when the sound of drumming starts (we can even divide enemy strength by 
types of drum if we want). Many more examples like this could be mentioned. If we wanted to 
inform the player about her or his armour status, several versions of armour hit (or a move-
ment, if not in a battle) could indicate serious injuries or near death (one with the prominent 
sounds of metal clinging could represent full health and safety, one with more ‘broken metal’ 
elements and more low frequencies could stand for medium injuries, and the sounds with 
elements of a human voice, saying different versions of ‘ouch!’ or ‘aah!’ would signify dan-
ger of dying). A similar approach could be used in a  puzzle or an adventure game. Sound 
(and music as well) can tell a player if she or he is progressing towards a successful finish 
of a puzzle or, on the contrary, whether they ‘messed up’ and need to take a few steps back.

Another vital question to be asked is whether (or, more precisely, ‘why’ and ‘how’) 
we should talk about space in audio games. For sighted people, the perception of so-
called 3D space is natural. For VI, three-dimensional space means something completely 
different. If we want to create an immersive ‘3D’ audio experience, a 2D map navigated 
from a top-down view can be generated, with all the sounds implemented as positional 
3D audio with different directionality, spatialization, and falloff settings – and this kind of 
game design is still perceived with 3D depth. Elevation elements could still be ‘baked’14 

14	 Remark by the author: This term refers to rendering or exporting of the sound. Even if we export audio file 
as a linear audio or loop, we can use different plugins in our DAW of choice to render some of the sound 
elements or layers positioned ‘up’ or ‘down’. There is a plenty of free and paid plugins that are able to create 
a  perception of elevation like Sennheiser DearVR MICRO (or DearVR PRO respectively), Soundfield by 
Rode, or standalone software like SPAT Revolution.
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into positional sounds, and even without the possibility of looking up or down, the illusion 
of space would be constructed. In addition, the ‘proper’ elevation can still be created only 
with advanced sound systems like Dolby Atmos with some of the speakers placed above 
the audience/player, which, of course, is hard, if not impossible to achieve with most audio 
games played on headphones. Different methods of creating an illusion of sounds being 
localized in 3D space (especially at the back, up, and down) will be the subject of our fol-
lowing research. We will test the sound perception of this kind produced with the help of 
binaural/ambisonic VST plugins using standard stereo/mono audio files, as well as with 
an ambisonic microphone.

Examples of the Application 
of Different Attenuation 
Methods in Real Projects 
and Potential Drawbacks

As previously mentioned, the author of this article is also a lead sound designer 
and works on several projects related to audio games. One of these games (Via Echo, 
scheduled for release on Google Play in the first half of 2024, developed by Blind Octopus  
Studio) utilizes several of the attenuation methods mentioned earlier. The main mechan-
ics of the game are based on camera rotation while the player remains static. The primary 
goal is searching specific (sound) objects in 360-degree field around the player, which use 
a very narrow sound directionality making them difficult to find. After correctly locating 
the sound, the player taps the screen, triggering another mechanic associated with ‘catch-
ing’ or ‘shooting’ sound. The primary issue that required resolution was the communica-
tion of the front versus back sounds location. We used several attenuation curves filtering 
different aspects of sound. The main difference between default processing and our game 
was switching FMOD’s default audio listener for a third-party plugin called Resonance  
Audio. This listener allows for easier and more precise adjustment of sound’s stereo 
spread, as well as its directionality. One of the benefits of this plugin is its built-in ability 
to filter sounds more realistically even on default settings, allowing the player to locate 
sounds (or distinguish their direction) more precisely (see Farkaš & Schwarz, 2023).

To achieve a complete auditory immersion, we have created four distinct ambient at-
mospheres for each level. These atmospheres are looped and randomized and are placed 
around the player. We have ensured that the spread of these atmospheres is wide enough 
to create an immersive experience but not too wide that the player loses the ability to per-
ceive their movement in headphones or stereo field. We have also applied specific filtering 
and attenuation to aid the player in locating sounds, thus avoiding any difficulties. Each 
ambient atmosphere has therefore attenuation curves linked to ‘direction’ parameter in 
FMOD. When the camera is rotated, sounds are not only panned from left to right, but they 
also change volume attenuation (up to -5 dB when behind the player), low-pass filtering 
(reducing frequencies to 6kHz when behind the player), simple reverb (gradually increas-
ing when the camera moves away from a specific atmosphere), and a gain of low frequen-
cies in the reverb (gradually increasing when the camera moves away), adding another 
layer of depth to the sound. As each level contains four sounds of this type, a simple cam-
era rotation affects 4x4 attenuation curves at any given moment. This is combined with 
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the ‘whole’ sound rotating ‘around the head’ of the player. This kind of attenuation makes 
it easier to navigate the level and communicate front versus back information to play-
ers. The result is an immersive auditory experience for the player while still retaining the 
ability to communicate the direction of the camera. Another detail to consider is the use 
of ‘snapshots’ in FMOD. These are set up so that every time the player interacts with the 
‘catching’ or ‘shooting’ mechanics, all ambient sounds are lowered by several decibels (a 
technique known as ‘ducking’ in sound design). This highlights the interactive sound and 
makes it more audible. It is worth noting that the camera is locked in a horizontal position. 
Via Echo is currently in the testing and polishing phase, and feedback is being provided by 
both sighted and visually impaired players.

The same studio is currently developing Via Memories, a digital audio game that 
serves as the logical sequel (not in the sense of narrative aspects) to Via Echo. While it will 
utilize some of the mechanics from its predecessor, there is one major difference: players 
will be able to move freely in certain areas. This will introduce new challenges, as control-
ling a static camera in relation to attenuation is less problematic than free movement. A 
potential solution to this issue is to utilize a technique employed in a previous game. In Via 
Echo, all sound objects located around the player are programmed to spawn facing the 
player. This is crucial in the context of Resonance Audio’s listener, which is always linked to 
a specific axis in the Unity3D engine. Implementing this method could aid in navigating the 
game with free movement, as most of the attenuation curves should function similarly, 
regardless of whether the object is stationary or in motion.15 Setting the correct attenua-
tion settings should be relatively accurate even if the object is moving while still facing the 
player. Additionally, communication of the borders or edges of free-movement areas will 
be an important topic in the upcoming game. However, this requires further discussion 
and research.

Conclusion
What does the audio game need? This article presents a simple framework of ideas 

to be understood before developing a space-oriented game for visually impaired (VI) play-
ers. It is important to recognize the auditory dimensions and sound functions that can 
immensely change how a game is played and perceived. As we have shown in our article, 
it is crucial to understand auditory space in digital games in general. Genre and type of 
game heavily affect this field and create a complex body of different elements that need 
to be understood in all possible combinations, resulting in the need to ask very specific 
questions in the process of creating any given game. The genre of audio games compli-
cates this notion even more. The lack of standard visual elements and the sole reliance on 
auditory elements makes this process complicated and unpredictable, even after several 
decades of audio game history, as some of the recent studies (specifically those working 
with VI players) suggest.

Our own projects utilize many of the methods discussed in this article. In the coming 
months, we will be developing a story-based audio game with immersive sound design. 
Our initial prototype has already undergone testing with visually impaired players. The 
results of these tests will be the subject of future research. However, we plan to conduct 
further testing using various methods in the coming months. It is crucial to collaborate 

15	 Remark by the author: With that said, we are still talking about a horizontally locked camera. The ability to 
move camera up or down brings a new set of issues.



ACTA  LUDOLOGICA

with visually impaired players and listen to their needs. The perception of auditory space 
for VI individuals differs significantly from that of sighted individuals. Using a blindfold 
alone is insufficient.

Additionally, it is important to consider whether control methods designed by sighted 
individuals, such as tapping, swiping, or specific finger movements, will be equally effec-
tive for visually impaired players. An immersive experience can be created without a com-
plicated 3D environment. By considering key game design elements, their combination, 
and methods of implementing sounds and navigation, surprising results can be achieved. 
This is especially true when we consider the possibilities of modern game engines and 
the increasing power of smartphones, computers, and other devices. Audio games can 
introduce visually impaired individuals to the expanding world of virtual worlds and social 
experiences, an opportunity that is still alarmingly dormant.
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Adam Kysler (A. K.): Pixelarchiv.cz is a project of the Národní filmový archiv [Na-
tional Film Archive] in Prague, Czech Republic. What is the main goal of the project?

Jan Kremer: First of all, it has to be mentioned that digital games are one of the most 
endangered types of cultural heritage on an international scale. According to recent sur-
veys the majority of historical games are not available today, e.g. they might be scattered 
around different archives or museums, but they are not accessible to players, not even 
researchers. In many cases we have even lost their code and thus we are not able to create 
their long-term preservation copy properly. The same can be said about important para-
texts, i.e. all media artifacts connected to the game titles like design documents, pack-
aging or marketing materials, but also all types of online content like reviews, fan pages 
or playthroughs. Paradoxically, we know more about some early 20th century institutions 
than about recent digital games. The reason for this desperate state of affairs is the lack 
of institutional games preservation. Existing archives and libraries are only slowly orient-
ing themselves towards interactive media. Without proper state, industry and community 
support they often face fundamental legal, technological and economic obstacles. There-
fore it is essential that Central European societies follow the example of Scandinavian 
and other Western countries and engage in the preservation of their interactive cultural 
heritage. The goal of our project is explained in its official title: “Complex care for cultural 
heritage in the field of gaming applications”. We aim to design, implement, and describe 
processes for the protection of cultural heritage in the form of digital games and to de-
velop corresponding solutions reflecting the needs of Czech memory institutions like ar-
chives, museums or galleries.

A. K.: Do your preservation efforts extend to Slovak games post-1993, or are they 
primarily focused on Czechoslovak and Czech titles?

Jan Kremer: Based on the rules of our funding programme set by the Ministry of Culture 
we should be primarily concerned with Czech and Czechoslovak digital games since the 
beginning of their production in the early 1980s. Still, our definition of a ‘Czech game’ is 
not always rigorous and there are also many development companies existing in Czechia 
that we can consider Czechoslovak based on the nationality or the origin of their mem-
bers.

A. K.: Some film archives (e.g. NFSA in Australia) have expanded their scope to in-
clude preservation efforts for digital games. What are the reasons for establishing 
this project under the Národní filmový archiv?

Jan Kremer: Thanks to its long-time treatment of audio-visual materials, the Národní  
filmový archiv has both the most suitable facilities and the most experienced personnel 
for such a task. Still, the goal is to propose tools and methods usable at other memory 
institutions in the Czech Republic. Unfortunately, most of them have avoided or ignored 
digital games so far. It is important to add that the Film and TV School of the Academy of 
Performing Arts (FAMU) and the Institute of Intermedia at the Czech Technical University 
are also members of the project team. The former provides the necessary scholarly and 
the latter the technological know-how.
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A. K.: What are the specifics of archiving digital games compared to film, for exam-
ple?

Jan Kremer: The answer to this question would take one whole section of an average 
library. In short, it can be said that games as digital interactive and multimedia programs 
require specific technological and archival approaches. For example, since the game is 
only created by playing, we must pay close attention to the play itself, the player’s recep-
tion and the contemporary context in general. Moreover, long-time preservation demands 
suitable hardware equipment. As the archive is not able to maintain a large collection of 
historical computers and consoles we depend on emulation methods. This also brings 
many specific challenges.

A. K.: The first Czechoslovak digital games are now over 40 years old. Why is the 
discussion about their unified and systematic archiving only starting now?

Jan Kremer: Attempts to create a central and unified game archiving system appeared 
after the turn of the millennium and were associated with people like Luděk Janda from 
Brno or Petr Hyťha from Plzeň. Unfortunately, these true visionaries did not find suitable 
institutional support. In this field we are still way behind progressive countries such as 
Finland, Denmark, Germany or Great Britain.

A. K.: According to a Video Game History Foundation study, nearly 90 percent of 
the game industry’s historical output is inaccessible. Is this applicable to our local 
industry as well?

Jan Kremer: That’s a tough question because we’re still mapping the landscape. How-
ever, the loyal fans of some hardware platforms have done a huge amount of work in this 
regard. This applies for example to the Czechoslovak 8-bit scene, especially initiatives 
focused on the most popular computers back then – the Sinclair ZX Spectrum and its 
Didaktik clones. Members of Česko-Slovenský Speccy Archiv systematically search for 
and preserve games on these platforms. In other cases, however, the situation is much 
worse.

A. K.: There are a lot of community efforts on video game preservation in the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia nowadays. How do you want to build on these efforts?

Jan Kremer: As I have already mentioned, the initiatives of contemporaries but also the 
projects of younger game archivists from both countries play a vital role for our project. 
In the first year, we approached both Slovak and Czech game historians, community pro-
jects, media platforms and collectors, whom we invited to participate in the first meeting 
called beSÍŤka at the Ponrepo cinema in Prague. We have also published individual pres-
entations on YouTube. We further plan to develop our networking efforts, inform the com-
munity about our plans and hopefully we will also establish closer cooperation on specific 
topics. Moreover, we are working closely with both Czech and Slovak Game Developers 
Associations. Leading scholars in the field of game history like Jaroslav Švelch are also 
members of our team.
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A. K.: What do you consider to be the main challenges of digital game preservation 
in our countries?

Jan Kremer: Firstly, we need to build trust in our relationships with the game industry, 
community projects and the media. Game preservation is a collective effort. In the wise 
words of game archivist Henry Lowood, all stakeholders bring a different set of capabili-
ties, strengths and methods to the table. A weakness in one of the stakeholders is often 
countered by a strength in another. Then there are lots of different challenges concerning 
technology, legal issues and sustainability. We need to find common unified methods to 
create long-term preservation versions of games; we must strive to change legal norms 
so that digital games can be treated as cultural heritage like books or movies and not just 
software; we need to receive long-term financial and political support from the ministry of 
culture and the government so that our project continues beyond 2027.

A. K.: How important is our digital game history preservation for local game studies?

Jan Kremer: Both past and present digital games are crucial study material not only for 
local game studies but also for other disciplines in humanities and social sciences. Thanks 
to the unprecedented popularity and influence of digital games, we can no longer study 
any society without studying its games.

Acknowledgement: This interview was supported by the University of Ss. Cyril and 
Methodius research grant FPPV-51-2024 “Archival preservation research in the field of 
digital games history”.
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THE CHILD IN VIDEOGAMES: 
FROM THE MEEK, TO THE MIGHTY, 
TO THE MONSTROUS
Reay, E. (2023). The child in video games: From the meek, to the 
mighty, to the monstrous. Palgrave Macmillan.

Zsófia Orosz-Réti

The medium of digital games, once dismissed as mere child’s play, has matured 
alongside the academic discipline of game studies. This newfound maturity allows for 
a deeper look at the medium’s own role in conceptualizing childhood and childness, as 
explored in Emma Reay’s recent book, Children in video games: From the meek, to the 
mighty, to the monstrous. Reay, a senior lecturer at the University of Southampton, UK, 
distills years of her research in the volume, highlighting the potential of in-game child 
characters to reflect on how we generally theorise children, but also to comment upon the 
medium’s fantasies, mechanics and affordances, in addition to underlying assumptions of 
gender, heroism or affect in playing. For the author, the analysis of child characters bears 
a similarly subversive potential to playing for play’s sake – which is often associated with 
childhood.

The general approach that the book undertakes is one of continuous destabilization: 
that of rigid taxonomies (even the author’s own), fatigued narrative arches, or conceptu-
alizations of the terms that the volume works with: “the medium poses a real threat to the 
age-based organisation of society. Viewed this way, it seems the reactionaries are right: 
videogames are ruining childhood – and, by extension, they are destroying its conceptual 
foil, adulthood” (p. 14). In addition, the book also destabilizes disciplinary borders as Reay 
consciously positions her work within the interdisciplinary nexus of game studies and chil-
dren’s literature studies.

Following the introductory first part, the second chapter of the book establishes 
the robust research that constitutes the basis of the argument: Reay conducted a con-
tent analysis of almost 600 digital games from 2009 to 2019 and surveyed all the child 
characters present in them. The way she enters a dialogue with her data is nothing short 
of fascinating, as she manages to draw meaningful conclusions even from the tiniest 
observations pertaining to quantitative data. This is where the author presents her tax-
onomy of seven archetypes, some of which are then explored at length in the analytical 
chapters: the Inner Child defined by a “nostalgic appeal” (p. 44), the Mighty Child advo-
cating a new kind of unheroic heroism, the Side Kid – the typical sidekick doubling as 
a moral compass, the Human Becoming of flashback scenes, the Child Sacrifice whose 
death justifies the player character’s actions, the Waif – an ambiguous, eerie child-
like character, and finally the Little Monster, a grotesque and repulsive antagonist who 
needs to be banished.

Additionally, the author introduces her mix of methodologies including the afore-
mentioned content analysis, which is paired with insightful close readings and her unique 
method of critical ekphrasis, an autoethnographical approach to playing, where she would, 
after playing, “immediately write a short prose anecdote detailing [her] experience of this 
playthrough, using figurative language that attempts to capture both the sense of my vis-
ceral, kinaesthetic, embodied reactions to the text and the expressive eloquence of the 
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game’s non-verbal signifiers” (p. 50). And indeed, these short, personal accounts are used 
as points of focus and interventions, or as tools for the elegant conceits and analogies 
that structure the argumentation. Such research and writing method not only renders 
the text “vulnerable, passionate, hesitant and human” (p. 215), but also accounts for the 
situated, contextual, unique experience of play – matching the non-hegemonic identity 
constructions that child characters tend to enact. The writing, along with being rigorous 
in exploring its academic sources and working on a mighty, even monstrous corpus, never 
ceases to be playful in making use of creative puns and unconventional logical juxtaposi-
tions – or an overarching structure that is always open to diversions that will ultimately 
still contribute to the big picture.

Chapter 3, with the comparative analysis of Inside (Playdead, 2016) and Detroit:  
Become Human (Quantic Dream, 2018), taps into the cultural history of childhood and of-
fers one of the major contributions of the book: “My intention is to suggest that although 
‘the child’ seems fixed in its contemporary mould – solidified by medical, legal, education-
al, and commercial pressures – the immateriality of videogames offers us opportunities 
to remix the meanings of the physical signifiers of age and experiment with new assem-
blages of childhood” (p. 63). While Detroit: Become Human, Reay argues, conceptualizes 
‘the child’ by its neediness and “capacity for suffering” (p. 82), Inside relies on the imma-
teriality of the medium to “create space for question” (p. 85).

The following four chapters map out the four main fields of inquiries that tend to 
arise whenever it comes to children – all paired up with the relevant archetypes from 
Reay’s initial taxonomy. In chapter 4, “Child-killers and killer children”, children’s agen-
cy is discussed in relation to two categories, that of the Little Monster and the Waif. 
The author suggests that the ambiguous Waif, loiters “between ‘helpless’ and ‘harm-
ful’, troubling the adult world with its baleful, mournful vacillation” (p. 94). Based on 
Fisher’s (2016) take on eeriness as excess agency, Reay contends that the reason why 
child characters falling into these categories may be perceived as unsettling is precisely 
because of their agentic nature. The last part of the chapter offers an inspired parallel 
close reading of two very similar games, Little Nightmares (Tarsier Studios, 2017) and, 
once again, Limbo (Playdead, 2010). It ultimately tackles questions that any player of 
these games might find uncomfortable, such as the suspicious interchangeability of lov-
ing and controlling someone.

Another trope that defines discourse about children is how they are the hopes for the 
future, resonating with the archetype of the Mighty Child. Although the child characters 
that fall into this category do things that shape the world, for Reay, there is “something 
fundamentally unheroic about these children” (p. 124) – that being their capacity for vul-
nerability, connectedness, interrelational identity, and for cooperation. The chapter offers 
alternative routes to becoming a hero instead of Campbell’s (1949) traditional ‘hero’s jour-
ney’ template, which is rooted in the practice of sorting the world into binary oppositions 
and single-handedly saving/colonizing those on the other side of the dichotomies. Ac-
cording to Reay, in some examples from her corpus, “rather than experiencing the world 
from the perspective of an exceptional individual whose heroism is an innate, essential 
quality, players experience ‘being a hero’ as a relational force that exists between agents 
and is a product of these agents’ need for one another” (p. 131).

In addition to the questions of children with agency and their being capable of shap-
ing the future, children are generally framed in a discourse of cuteness. Hence, chapter 
6, informed partly by cute studies, turns towards the archetype of the Inner Child and vir-
tual performances of childhood and nostalgia. The chapter engages with two of the most 
significant implicit theoretical underpinnings of the entire book, namely, the relationship 
between the adult player and the child player character and the materiality, even tactility 
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of play in a digital playground. By extension, the argument also has a more philosophical 
dimension pertaining to nostalgic play and the fantasy of childhood that is often akin to 
that of play. Reay here suggests looking at childly perspective as “a poetic device that 
reawakens players both to the beauty of the subject matter and to the artistry of its tech-
nical composition” (p. 170) and combines the perceived sanctity of the magic circle – “the 
idea that play takes place within a separate, symbolic realm that exists outside of ordinary 
experience” (p. 181) with the spatiality of childhood.

The final analytical chapter, “The kid in the fridge”, draws on one final recurring theme 
about childhood, that of the vulnerability of the child by looking at the archetype of the 
Sacrificial Child – one whose death is transformative for the hero. The chapter expands 
the trope of the fridged wife, a character deliberately written for the sole purpose of be-
ing violently murdered early on in the narrative, to that of the fridged kid. Reay maintains 
that “the central function of the sacrificial child is to resolve ludonarrative dissonance by 
framing the hero’s homicidal actions as morally defensible” (p. 193). Deeply rooted in a 
gender studies perspective, the concluding part of the chapter explores the potential of 
the sacrificial child to set forth a sort of female heroism, but Reay ultimately suggests that 
while there might be female heroes like Kassandra of Assassin’s Creed: Odyssey (Ubisoft 
Quebec, 2018), feminine heroism, one that does not build on traits of conquest and vio-
lence, is nowhere to be seen.

The volume, while drawing an appealing and empowering arch in terms of agentic 
and even mighty children, nevertheless concludes with ‘the child’ and childhood both 
being dead. Surprisingly, the now iconic Kid in the Fridge, that of Fallout 4 (Bethesda 
Game Studios, 2015), is absent from Reay’s corpus, nevertheless, we would like to close 
our review with this image. Originally an easter egg that nods to a wild idea in Indiana 
Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (Spielberg, 2008), Fallout 4 has a side-quest 
where the player character can save Billie, a child who, ghoulified, manages to survive 
the atomic bomb and a further two hundred years stashed away in a fridge. Falling into 
many potential categories based on Reay’s taxonomy (most notably the Waif or the Side 
Kid), Billie, despite his repulsive, skull-like appearance, does exhibit characteristic traits 
of childliness: needing help, protection and love. Interestingly, Reay suggests looking at 
certain Side Kid characters, like Ellie from The Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013) as ‘anti-
zombies’ – reminding players and player characters to remain humans: “without a child, 
winning is outperforming and outlasting one’s enemies; with a child, winning is safe-
guarding the child long enough and effectively enough for it to outlast you” (p. 35). Even 
as the child and by proxy, childhood is twisted and distorted, its potential to humanize, 
challenge, destabilize and innovate – the myth of childhood and the inherent promise of 
playing – still remains.
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THE PERFORMANCE OF VIDEO 
GAMES: ENACTING IDENTITY, 
HISTORY AND CULTURE 
THROUGH PLAY
Aliano, K. I. (2022). The performance of video games: Enacting 
identity, history and culture through play. McFarland & Company.

Veronika Šašalová

The book explores digital games through the lens of theatre and performance theo-
ries. The author approaches the problematic from the perspective that digital technolo-
gies allow the building of virtual bodies not only for entertainment but to enable alterna-
tive ways of communication and self-expression. This comes from posthumanism theo-
ries where our bodies are mere extensions of objective bodies, which enables gamers to 
undergo embodied experiences as actors on the stage. 

The book is divided into seven chapters, each of which promises to analyze an in-
dependent segment – building the identity of the hero (legend); approaches to building 
identity through games; a posthumanist approach to games; the functioning of memories 
and the genre of alternative history through the construction of prequels within game se-
ries; exploring history through games, and in the last two chapters the author returns to 
performance, but through fandom. All these starting points are also the basis for confirm-
ing the digital game as a postmodern text.

The topic in and of itself is very beneficial. The ways in which we identify with the ava-
tar, how the players are involved in the story, how it shapes them – culturally and mentally 
– all this is applicable to many scientific branches connected to digital games. Feminism 
deals with this topic from the perspective of gender and identity development through 
avatars and empathic reading possibilities, thus promoting understanding between gen-
ders. At the same time, it is essential in order to advance the breaking down of gender 
stereotypes. The theme of cultural, historical, and personal development through games 
should equally be a priority for the creators themselves – whether in terms of story or de-
sign, as it is confirmed that games have an impact outside the closed world of the game. In 
the same way, play as a postmodern text is already an established idea in scientific circles. 
However, the specifics that arise due to the rapid development of this medium must be 
constantly reviewed.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that in this respect the book puts games on a ped-
estal and underrates other media in terms of immersion, narrative and how they work 
with the recipient. On the one hand, the author works with theatre theories, on the other 
hand, she does not perceive the effect of film and literature on the recipient as strongly 
as that of digital games. The text defends this claim through the large number of deci-
sions the player must make during gameplay. Chapter two highlights that the story is not 
pre-created but is created while playing the game. From this point of view, the personal-
ity of the character is not defined in advance but is created and changed during the en-
tire gameplay – through cutscenes and player actions. Despite the author’s point of view, 
which thus supports the uniqueness of games, it is difficult to see the difference from that 
which new cognitive literary sciences claim. Literary theory has moved away from author-
ship and is more inclined to the fact that the story is created only in the reader’s mind. 
The text itself, just like in games, is not clearly defined, its versions are created during 
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the reading of the book, the reader’s interpretation, through their identification with the 
character and deduction of the plot. Caracciolo’s and Kukkonen’s works on comics real-
ize how reading comics involves three layers of reading and interpretation – text, visual 
and one which takes place at the level of the body (characters’ body language as well as 
readers own biological reactions to the text through accelerated heart rate, sweating and 
chills, memories, experiences) (Caracciolo & Kukkonen, 2021; Kukkonen, 2013). It must 
be remembered that Cortázar’s (2018) postmodern experiments, or poetic experiments 
of other postmodern authors where the reader must write sentences, skip passages and 
read the text according to certain keys have brought literature and games together. The 
work of the authors of OuLiPo and literary and games scholars such as Aarseth (1997), 
opened the doors to why it is even possible to study plays through the methodologies of 
theatre and literature. 

From the established point of view, we could ask what impact the game would have if 
it was watched only in the form of a video recording? What happens to the game when it is 
mediated by a streamer in the form of let’s play or playthrough on social platforms? If we 
were to define it from the perspective of the author of the book under review, this effect 
might be lost. “But the game word, we can imagine, continues on without us; to experience 
it, then we must play on” (p. 32). On the other hand, the author highlights the enjoyment 
that arises only when watching theatre. Another contradiction is in the author’s praising 
the ability of games to provide meaningful choices, yet at the same time she argues that 
“in a first-person shooter, a player does not usually view the fight in order to determine 
which side is right and which is wrong. … The gamer does not [necessarily] ask any ques-
tion about what they are doing” (p. 52). While highlighting the ability of games to help with 
self-identifying and difficult decision-making, the paragraph questions the players ability 
to think critically.

Similar contradictions make the arguments in the book unclear. This is best seen 
with the choice of research material. The author states in the introduction that she wants 
to focus on FPS games because these games serve as the best example, among other 
things, of what audiences are built around them. At the same time, the FPS genre is de-
manding enough that the player must go through experience growth: “Failure is part of the 
experience of video games, as the confusion and frustration at game mechanics” (p. 47). 
So, fear, frustration and failure are part of the experience through which identity is built 
and new memories are made. This selection should stand in opposition to the emerging 
canon, without specifying exactly what to imagine under said canon. This also raises an-
other question, whether something like a game canon will ever exist. However, the selec-
tion of game titles ultimately does not correspond to one particular genre. Throughout the 
text we can find examples from the aforementioned FPS, through RPGS and action-ad-
venture games all the way to independent games that in many ways defy any clear genre 
classification. As the author states:

I will analyze key titles from the past two decades (to move away from previously 
established ‘classics’ of the form and privilege gaming of more recent years). I rec-
ognized that this may mean that some of the case studies may seem arbitrary an 
organized principle was ‘games that I have enjoyed,’ as a consumer of media. (p. 4)
This subjective selection is later reflected in the division of the chapters. Although 

they are clearly formally separated, they overlap in presented ideas. As an example, we 
can point out the section on alternative history and the ways in which alternative history 
stories work, where the way the player’s identity is formed is also discussed using the 
example of Ghost of Tsushima (Sucker Punch Productions, 2020). It might seem that the 
overlapping of individual topics that the book wants to grasp is intentional, because they 
are inseparable from each other. That, however, results in the text seeming unclear until 
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the conclusion at the end of each chapter. However, the research chapters only indicate a 
certain issue, and the readers must often find out the results themselves.

In conclusion, each chapter has the potential to be extended into a separate book 
through case studies – with more examples and theoretical groundwork. In its current 
form the book is more suitable for people whose focus may cross over to/from digital 
games and would like to broaden their horizons. If the author will return to the plethora of 
topics started in the book and expand on them further, the text could serve as the basis 
for a series of beneficial research.

Acknowledgement: The review was elaborated within the research project supported by 
Slovak Research and Development Agency (APVV) No. APVV-21-0115, titled "Hypermodern 
Media Culture – Film and Television Production as Mirror of Sociocultural Phenomena of 
the 21st Century".
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SUICIDE SQUAD:  
KILL THE JUSTICE LEAGUE
Rocksteady Studios. (2024). Suicide Squad: Kill the Justice  
League (Deluxe Edition, PS5 version) [Digital game]. Warner 
Bros. Games.

Zdenko Mago

Batman: Are we done with your bad standup routine?
Harley Quinn: Almost! But you always gotta end on your BEST joke.

–Batman & Harley Quinn, Suicide Squad: Kill the Justice League

Few games in history have managed to literally live up to their name, but Suicide 
Squad: Kill the Justice League unfortunately did... and quite quickly. This digital game based 
on the DC Comics’ Suicide Squad, a mocking nickname for the involuntary team of DC su-
pervillains, was announced back in 2010, but the project did not take a more specific di-
rection until the in-credit scene of Batman: Arkham Origins (WB Games Montréal, 2013), 
when Amanda Waller offered Slade Willon, aka Deathstroke, the opportunity to join the un-
official black-ops unit in order to get out of prison. The contract presented contained the 
colloquial name Suicide Squad, instead of Task Force X, the official name of the unit, pre-
sumably for clarity of reference. Indeed, this suggested that the game would be part of the 
Batman: Arkham (Rocksteady Studios et al., 2009-2024) series, or the Arkhamverse, which 
in many ways has come to define modern digital game adaptations of superhero comics 
(see Mago, 2021), and which of course aroused great expectations from the series’ fans.

Over the years of the game’s development, the already high expectations have been 
boosted by the popularisation of antiheroes (see Radošinská & Magálová, 2022) and su-
pervillain team-ups in contemporary popular culture,1 and even by the development of a 
new genre, superhero horror.2 In addition, the two Suicide Squad (Ayer, 2016; Gunn, 2021) 
films released within the DC Extended Universe have created fan bases around some of 
the supervillain characters, such as Harley Quinn. On the other hand, the creators had to 
face the challenge of overcoming so-called superhero fatigue, a syndrome that manifests 
itself in the reduced interest of viewers and players in media products of the superhero 
genre, due to the long-term oversaturation of the market with them (see Brown, 2016). 
This effect seems to have contributed to the commercial failure of the recently released 
Gotham Knights (WB Games Montréal, 2022), another game inspired by the Batman com-
ics – one might add, cleverly set after Batman’s death, thus ending (for now) the main sto-
ryline of the Batman: Arkham series – and Marvel’s Midnight Suns (Firaxis Games, 2022), 
despite the fact that the latter was well received by both critics and players.

1	 Remark by the author: Beyond the cinematic realm, where the formation of a supervillain team-up has 
been hinted at in the unfinished DC Extended Universe, Disney has announced Thunderbolts within its 
Marvel Cinematic Universe, and Sony is slowly (and uncertainly) moving towards a team-up of Spider-
Man supervillains featured in standalone films (such as Venom, Morbius and the upcoming Kraven the 
Hunter); another award-winning digital superhero game, Marvel’s Spider-Man (Insomniac Games, 2018), 
has presented the formation of the Sinister Six.

2	 Remark by the author: A representative example is the film Brightburn (Yarovesky, 2019), or the television 
series The Boys (Kripke et al., 2019-2024).
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Suicide Squad: Kill the Justice League was released on January 30, 2024, as a spin-
off of the Arkhamverse. The gameplay and story are set in Metropolis, five years after 
the supposed death of Batman in Batman: Arkham Knight (Rocksteady Studios, 2015). 
With the Earth threatened by Brainiac, who has managed to corrupt members of the 
Justice League, the only hope is Amanda Waller and her secret unit, Task Force X, fea-
turing four playable characters – Harley Quinn, Deadshot, Captain Boomerang and King 
Shark (a combination of the main characters from the live-action films). However, the 
main story only ends with the defeat of Brainiac from Earth and the vision of having to 
defeat the other twelve of his iterations across the multiverse, which should be available 
in future episodes, along with new seasonally added playable characters. In this way, the 
creators planned to ensure years of play and additional monetisation motivated by new 
content, but the problem was that shortly after its release, the game was rumoured to 
be a flop, as particularly its live service elements and repetitive action failed to appeal 
to players. By the end of February, Steam reported only a few hundred daily active play-
ers, and even adding two episodes and the launch of Season 1, with the possibility of 
getting the Joker from an alternate Earth as a playable character, has not changed the  
situation.

Despite the fact that Suicide Squad: Kill the Justice League seems to be a victim 
of the times (current audience preferences) and risky design-marketing decisions, the 
game itself has not received the worst critical reviews and has several strengths. Along-
side the open, colourful, sun-drenched and often vertical world of Metropolis (as op-
posed to the gothic Gotham), which is full of references to the DC universe, the heroes 
are undoubtedly the focus of the game. They have very different personalities, but an ex-
cellent chemistry that allows for many comic situations, often within the bounds of very 
dark humour (as expected and desired). Unlike Gotham Knights, players can play the 
characters solo or cooperatively, taking on the role of one of them but also as a part of a 
four-member team, so the other members become supporting sidekicks in singleplayer. 
The opponents are definitely worth mentioning as well, but although Warner Bros. had 
a solid foundation with their Injustice (NetherRealm Studios, 2013-2018) series, result-
ing in a truly evil portrayal of the brainwashed members of the Justice League, Batman 
was given the most expansive and elaborate space, evidently due to the experience of 
Rocksteady Studios.

Worth mentioning are the nostalgic atmosphere of the characters’ reactions to the 
artefacts in the Batman Experience interactive exhibition (referencing previous events 
in the Arkhamverse), the devilish encounter with the evil Batman in the same place, the 
demonisation of Batman as “the most dangerous man alive”, and his strategy of using 
Scarecrow’s fear toxin in complete darkness. The boss fight with Batman is particularly 
noteworthy, as it even involves some unusual work with metatext. As the members of 
the Suicide Squad were falling one by one to Batman’s traps in the ‘Batcave’, regard-
less of the character currently played by the player, Harley Quinn was able to un-fail and 
thus reverse a common notification of player failure in an ongoing mission as part of 
Scarecrow’s fear toxin-induced hallucinations, partially breaking the fourth wall (Picture 
1). Players’ reactions to this take on the iconic character have also been mixed, partly 
influenced by the fact that Kevin Conroy, the long-time voice actor who voiced Batman 
in many pop-cultural works (a commemorative plaque can be found as an Easter egg in 
the Hall of Justice), died a few months before the game’s release, and fans want to give 
him a better farewell.
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Picture 1: A metatextual representation of Harley Quinn’s reversal of the mission failure during the Batman boss fight

Source: author’s screenshot from the game Suicide Squad: Kill the Justice League (Rocksteady Studios, 2024)

At the moment, optimising the frequency of new episodes and seasons release, and the 
attractiveness of added playable characters (DC’s iconic villains), are the only levers Warner 
Bros. has to mitigate this flop. Already rumoured characters include Victoria Fries as Mrs 
Freeze, Deadshot’s daughter Zoe Lawton, Katana, Killer Croc, and it seems fans will finally 
get Deathstroke after all. However, the unfavourable statistics may also be affected by the 
release of another prequel to the Batman: Arkham series, titled Batman: Arkham Shadow, 
scheduled for autumn 2024, although (so far) exclusively for the Meta Quest 3 platform.

Acknowledgement: The review was elaborated within the research project supported by 
Slovak Research and Development Agency (APVV) No. APVV-21-0115, titled "Hypermodern 
Media Culture – Film and Television Production as Mirror of Sociocultural Phenomena of 
the 21st Century".
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First, we can reconstruct the simulation argument from Bostrom’s “Are you liv-
ing in a computer simulation?” (2003, p. 243), more recently and lengthily defended by  
Chalmers (2022). As the argument goes, at least one of the following must be true:

•	 S1. 100% of civilizations go extinct before making computer simulations.
•	 S2. 100% of civilizations will never make computer simulations of ancestors.
•	 S3. We are probably living in such an ancestor simulation.

To simplify, we can assume that S1 is probably false, since even if 99% of civilizations 
are doomed to extinction, it seems probable that at least some survive to make simula-
tions. To complicate though, we can attempt to show that S2 is probably false if we accept 
at least one of many possible reasons (a disjunctive list: A, B, C, etc.) for some civilizations 
to make simulations of ancestors. In order to conclude that we are probably a computer 
simulation, we only need to find at least one reason for civilizations to simulate ancestors, 
so we will propose gaming as one. Ancestor game hypothesis: Civilizations will make an-
cestor simulations for gaming.

This hypothesis can come in a strong form if all civilizations do it and a weak form if 
just some do it. Either way, the ancestor game hypothesis is enough to reject S2 and thus 
implies S3. So, can we think of any reasons to believe that all or some future civilizations 
will make ancestor games?

In the strong version of the hypothesis, all future civilizations have reasons to make 
ancestor games. At least one reason for this can be found in Suits’ The grasshopper: 
Games, life and utopia (2005) and more recently in Nguyen’s Games: Agency as art (2020). 
According to Suits (and to a lesser degree Nguyen), in a Utopia, a world in which all instru-
mental goals are accomplished without difficulty, the Utopians would intentionally make 
things difficult (though not dangerous) for themselves, in order to have something to ac-
complish. These intentional ‘unnecessary obstacles’ are necessary to what Suits dubs a 
‘game’ (Suits, 2005). Because games are what people would do if they could do anything 
at all, games are the ultimate intrinsic good (i.e., the meaning of life). And, because this 
would be true even in Utopia, not just some but all civilizations that can make simula-
tions on computers will make them – for the sake of games. Furthermore, because games 
featuring the ancestral conditions of players will offer a substantial level of difficulty and 
because computer simulations of such conditions will not be dangerous to their players, 
many of these games will be ancestor simulation computer games.

In the weaker version of the hypothesis, some future civilizations have reasons to 
make ancestor games. As Hurka (2005) argues, although gaming may be a good, positing 
it as the good is perhaps overstating the case, as there are other competing candidates 
for intrinsic good. So, all civilizations may not simulate ancestor computer games; though, 
some civilizations still may – as long as they can manage to do so while accommodating 
other intrinsic good (e.g., safety). 

So, what might be some reasonable objections, and are there credible responses?
•	 Objection 1: Would we not remember starting the game?
•	 Response 1: Not necessarily, since, if the difficulty of the game is increased by the 

players’ amnesia or if game requires conscious non-player characters, then no one 
in the game may remember starting the game (Nguyen, 2020).

•	 Objection 2: Might civilizations reject ancestor gaming since the good of gaming is 
often outweighed by other good? (Hurka, 2005).

•	 Response 2: Perhaps, but we cannot be sure that other good always outweighs the 
good of gaming (Suits, 2005).
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•	 Objection 3: From the panoply of possible simulations for gaming, ancestor simula-
tions may not be ideal gaming simulations, so might future civilizations avoid run-
ning them? (Gleiser, 2017).

•	 Response 3: Perhaps, but ancestral conditions would probably be optimally dif-
ficult and interesting games for Utopian players since their ancestors would have 
evolved from (and for) surviving precisely under such conditions – unless we stipu-
late that players’ minds are substantially modified and unlike their ancestors’ minds  
(Abramson, 2020).

So, we have argued that the ancestor game hypothesis is one plausible way to re-
solve Bostrom’s simulation argument. Furthermore, there are some reasons to believe 
that at least some and perhaps all civilizations will make such computer games. Therefore, 
if we accept all this, we may have reason to believe we are living in a computer game.
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