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Abstract

This thematic issue presents a number of emerging scholarships into the study of digital gaming. The articles are based
on a 2019 symposium on game studies hosted by the Digital Games Research section of ECREA. As the phenomena relat-
ed to digital gaming keep on evolving and emerging, so must research keep up with the times and constantly challenge
itself. Whether speaking about validating previously developed research methods, imagining totally new ones, or even
challenging the whole philosophy of science on which research is being done, there is a constant need for reappraisal and
introspection within games research. As a cultural medium that has become deeply embedded into the social fabric of the
2020s, digital gaming continues to excite and challenge academia. This thematic issue provides a collection of approaches
to look into the future that addresses some of the challenges associated with game research.

Keywords
digital games; game studies; methodology; serious games

Issue
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1. Introduction of communication research, such as the International
Communication Association (ICA) and the US-based

This thematic issue is built on a foundation laid down at National Communication Association (NCA) have their

a symposium organized by the Digital Games Research
section of the European Communication Research and
Education Association (ECREA) in 2019. The symposium,
titled “Games, Media and Communication: Quo Vadis,
Game Studies?,” aimed at presenting both new schol-
arship within the interdisciplinary field of game studies,
as well as pondering on research-related challenges and
possibilities on the horizon.

Within media and communication studies, game
studies represents a small but vibrant niche. In addi-
tion to ECREA, academic associations related to the field

own game studies sections, and we also know that com-
munication researchers make up a large portion of the
scholars doing games research in the first place (Quandt
et al,, 2015).

Despite being a young discipline, game studies has
become an established field of research with its own
methods, theory and, terminology (Mayrd, 2008). Game
studies, especially in the sense which we see it mani-
fest within communication studies, represents in many
ways a pragmatic field of inquiry. The phenomena it
aims to understand are constantly changing and evolv-
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ing, and researchers have widely adopted approaches
where theoretical and methodological frameworks are
‘borrowed’ across what might once have been disci-
plinary boundaries. Even though actual mixed-methods
research is quite rare, on the whole methodological plu-
rality is prevalent, as anyone attending a game studies
conference (or reading this thematic issue!) can attest.
Naturally, this state of affairs leads to a heterogeneous
field with multiple methodological entry points. The arti-
cles included in this thematic issue are no exception to
this rule. Next, we will provide a brief overview of each
of them.

2. Articles Included in the Thematic Issue

In the first article of this thematic issue, Wehden, Reer,
Janzik, Tang, and Quandt’s (2021) study looks at how
gaming experience may be influenced by using an omni-
directional virtual reality treadmill. The study sets out
to test established concepts like ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990), ‘presence’ (e.g., Steuer, 1992), and ‘cybersick-
ness’ (e.g., McCauley & Sharkey, 1992). The findings
illustrate that even when new forms of gaming may be
believed to solve existing problems (such as cybersick-
ness here), they do not necessarily deliver on those
promises. However, by connecting the concept of more
natural locomotion in VR to a genre such as exergaming,
itis possible to imagine new opportunities and directions
for games’ development and use. From a methodological
viewpoint, Wehden et al’s (2021) work also allows for
us to consider an old question related to experimental
design: How can we try to make sure that our carefully
designed and controlled experiment is still close enough
to actual lived reality? What kind of stimulus material
and setup should we use, and how can we take into
account issues such as possible novelty effects? As new
gaming-related technologies continue to be introduced,
the need for pushing boundaries also in research will
remain a key challenge into the 2020s.

Keeping with the overall theme of experiments but
taking a distinctly qualitative approach, Wilhelmsson,
Susi, and Torstensson’s (2021) article explores the ben-
efits of combining elements of digital gaming with ele-
ments of analog games in the serious game Hidden in
the Park. In the game, players are exposed to authen-
tic online offender sexual grooming behaviors and are
faced with the negative consequences of some of online
information sharing. In their article the authors discuss
how analog components can add an extra dimension to
serious digital gaming experiences. In this case, the ana-
log components allow for face to face social dynamics
that contribute to the processing of the gaming experi-
ence, while the digital components provide an environ-
ment that is similar to the one that players are expected
to reflect about and learn from. From a methodological
perspective, this study required a synchronization of ana-
log and digital components for which an activity system
model that allowed both conceptualization and visualiza-

tion of the game concept was used. This activity system
became not only a valuable tool for communication with-
in the design team, but also proved to be useful for the
analysis of the effects and consequences of changes.

From a concrete viewpoint to developing so-called
serious games, Jacobs’ (2021) piece takes us to a more
theoretically oriented pondering that sets out to explore
avenues for research. Jacobs (2021) argues that even
though the results of studies on the effects of serious
games are quite promising, knowledge on their accep-
tance and adoption is still limited. Three different the-
oretical perspectives on player choice are outlined that
can serve as starting points for future research: First, seri-
ous games can be understood as a form of promotional
communication; second, playing serious games is a form
of media experience; and third, serious games can be
seen as technical innovations. Jacobs (2021) describes
the implications of these three perspectives and discuss-
es how knowledge from different research fields (like
technology acceptance research or media psychology)
may be fruitfully applied to serious games. The article
concludes with methodological considerations on how
these different theoretical viewpoints may be brought
together in future empirical research.

In addition to educational settings, healthcare is
often presented as one of the contexts where games
and playful activities in general hold promise. De la Hera
and Sanz (2021) present a timely example of how digi-
tal play may tie in with different phases of cancer treat-
ment. Focusing especially on so-called unstructured free
play, they illustrate the many ways in which young can-
cer patients may benefit from access to digital games,
ranging from easing the difficulties related to isolation to
benefits related to creating and maintaining social rela-
tions during the long treatment periods. Whether talking
about playfully interacting with available technologies
or drawing strength from identifying with game charac-
ters, the participants’ experiences and perceptions speak
volumes about the potential of play and games as cop-
ing strategies.

The idea that digital games can offer more than fun
and can be meaningful to their users also plays a central
role in the contribution by Daneels et al. (2021). Recent
research has shown that games can provide eudaimon-
ic experiences, such as feeling emotionally touched or
gaining insights into purpose-in-life questions (Oliver
et al., 2016). Against this background, Daneels et al.
(2021) choose an innovative methodological approach
by conducting a qualitative game experience analysis of
the games Assassin’s Creed Odyssey, Detroit: Become
Human, and God of War. The results suggest that nar-
rative elements and involvement with the characters
evoke eudaimonic experiences. Further, these effects
were found to be amplified by supporting game mechan-
ics, like realistic graphics, the camera perspective, or in-
game choices. The central findings of the study are visu-
alized in an integrated model of eudaimonic game expe-
riences that may serve as a basis for future research.
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Moving on from game experiences to the broader
societal context surrounding digital gaming, Merildinen
(2021) presents the results of a qualitative study explor-
ing Finnish teenagers’ and parents’ views of gaming-
related parenting practices. The study reveals the ten-
sions that lie between intentions of protection and
understanding, and the fact that participants’ attitudes
are not static but change depending on concrete families’
circumstances. Young game players’ perceptions analy-
sis also shows that minors not only expect understand-
ing, but also clear limits and guidance. The identification
of this dichotomy is interpreted by the author as a clear
need from young players to get the support from their
parents to gain autonomy and agency. From a method-
ological perspective, the author highlights that the dif-
ferences in perceptions identified in relation to different
individual circumstances ask for a qualitative approach
for a better understanding of gaming practices and inter-
pretation of these practices.

Gekker (2021) closes the issue with “Against Game
Studies,” a thought-provoking piece of methodological
exploration. The article offers a reading of the historical
roots of game studies, and critiques the ways in which
some of its typical characteristics may limit research.
Gekker (2021) takes a strong stance in favor of adapt-
ing methodologies coming outside of the “core” of game
studies, and imagines a new way forward that would cen-
ter on play rather than games. This polemic piece evoked
quite strong reactions from the three reviewers that read
it, and it is our hope that it does exactly that within the
broader readership as well. Being able to write a piece
like this in the first place means that game studies as
a field has a history, which we at least want to empha-
size as a positive sign. Being able to look back opens up
new doors into imagining a future for the field, and we
quite simply need think-pieces such as this one to keep
on advancing the field and exploring its boundaries.

3. Looking Ahead

The articles presented within this thematic issue, as
well as the presentations during the symposium that
spawned it, point to at least a couple of tendencies and
central questions for game studies for the years to come.

A clear evolution in the field of game studies is the
growing attention to play over (and/or on top of) just
games. Some scholars are moving their attention from
game studies to play studies. “Games don’t matter,”
defends Sicart (2014, p. 2), “like in the old fable, we are
fools looking at the finder when someone points at the
moon. Games are the finger; play is the moon” (p. 2).
This tendency can be seen in the contributions of some
scholars to this issue (i.e., the pieces of de la Hera & Sanz,
2021; or Gekker, 2021).

Another topic of continuous attention is the question
of methodologies. It has been argued that the particu-
lar characteristics of games that differentiate them from
other media objects ask for more sophisticated method-

ologies that allow a systematic analysis of games and the
discourses embedded and surrounding gaming practices
(Fernandez-Vara, 2014). We are confident that scholars
interested in digital gaming will continue to explore new
avenues in this regard, and tackle the challenges of the
ever-changing phenomenon they are trying to under-
stand. In many cases, this will mean continuing in multi-
disciplinary pathways and in what one could even char-
acterize as following a philosophy of pragmatism.

The long game (pun intended) deals with slow-
ly developing what could be called a paradigm or
paradigms of research in game studies. Exploring “shared
beliefs within a community of researchers who share a
consensus about which questions are most meaningful
and which methods are most appropriate for answering
those questions” (Morgan, 2007, p. 53) is key in mak-
ing sense not only of the phenomena we are trying to
understand, but also of ourselves as researchers and aca-
demics. As a (relatively) young field, games research is in
a good place when it comes to pondering philosophy of
science: Not too old to suffer from the heavy burden of
history, but old enough to have a heritage to draw on.

It is our hope as editors of this thematic issue, that
the studies within motivates the reader to be bold in
trying out new approaches and methodologies, as well
as challenging existing assumptions on “how things are
done” within game studies.
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