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A serious game we’re playing 

We learn from our experiences so that they may influence our future behaviour. Although virtual 

experiences are often not as demanding and realistic as real encounters, they still influence us. Just like 

with any other experience, they may be positive or negative; they can give benefit or cause harm.  The 

possible ‘harmful’ influence of movies hasn’t been a large topic of debate in the last few decades, but 

discussion on videogames has been rather turbulent. Quite often, disasters like mass shootings, suicide, 

and criminal behaviours are claimed to have been caused by videogames as Postal, Manhunt and GTA. 

Although Postal and Manhunt are actual extremely violent games, even quite tame shooters as Call of 

Duty and Counterstrike and other surprisingly innocent games have been blamed of causing a school 

shootings and other social disasters [1]. Of course, most of these cases are laughable. Jack Thompson was 

a strong fighter for the ban of violent video games, but his methods eventually got him disbarred [1]. 

Although Thompson’s point of view is completely out of touch with reality, fact remains that videogames 

influence us. Luckily, playing games does not make us prone to commit homicide. However, gaming 

might have other indirect negative effects. This is especially found in excessive gaming; other areas 

develop less due to the extreme amounts of time spent gaming [2]. The direct effects usually show in 

subtler ways. It has been found that playing FPS games further develops our spatial cognition, to such an 

extent of significantly higher IQ scores on the subdomain. Women who weren’t as good in visual-spatial 

tasks even became just as good as a male control group when they were trained with video games [3]! 

Now remember, these awesome effects are just additional effects of the games. In no way is the goal of 

Call of Duty to improve your visual-spatial skills, yet it does exactly this. 

It is fair to say that the claimed harmful influences of gaming, beside game addiction and the 

likes, are exaggerated. However, we must be careful to not exaggerate the beneficial aspects as well. A 

silver lining is that the harmful aspects of gaming can be possibly minimized through a more scientific 

approach of gaming; serious gaming (SG). As I stated in the opening post on the topic of SG: “An 

important question to ask is what the limits of gamification and serious gaming are; to what problems is 

SG solution, and to what problems is it not?” This is still unclear, seeing how young the field is. 

Depending on the execution, a certain educational goal might be obtained or not.  What this means is that 

failed training programs don’t necessarily indicate that SG isn’t applicable in that area. It might just 

indicate that the execution of the game and its underlying ideas on behavioural change weren’t valid. An 

example of bad execution, or perhaps more evidently ‘bad’ marketing, can be found in Lumosity. 

Lumosity is a general ‘brain training’ program, or is at least presented as one. The claims of the app are 

extensive, from increased work and academic performance to the prevention of serious aging-related 

phenomena like Alzheimer’s disease [4]. After commercial success, the company was fined 2 million 

dollars by the Federal Trade Commission for fraudulent claims and for ‘preying on the fears of 

customers.’ Although Lumosity is a rather big fish, the FTC issued a more general warning that it is on 

the lookout for companies jumping on the serious gaming bandwagon with dubious claims of cognitive or 

mental health benefits [5]. This is a very welcome development, consumers need to be protected from 

apps that give no benefits despite their claims, and especially from those that might even be harmful. 



The problem of unregulated apps that claim to move mountains and perform miracles is already 

very apparent in the e-health branch. Searching for depression, PTSD, addiction and anxiety gives 

thousands of results in the app stores. Apps are described as “The #1 Depression Cure Hypnosis App in 

the App Store” and “The easiest and most effective way to rewire your brain in just five minutes a day”. 

The problem is that these apps don’t do what they claim and most aren’t backed with any scientific 

evidence. The few good apps that are out there, made through proper research and testing, are thus lost in 

a sea of shit. The lack of benefit can in turn cause harm. People think they are dealing with their problems 

in a way that’s proven to help, while they may very well be doing nothing about it [6]. Furthermore, 

people can lose faith in therapies and interventions when earlier ones haven’t proven successful. These 

cases can tragically result in a more negative view on e-health, while the actual possibilities are still 

incredible [7]. The same concurring overload of apps that aim to capitalize on the hype and the lack of 

quality if left unchecked, are bound to be found in serious gaming. It is very important to make sure that 

the ‘serious part’ of the game is actually achieved, and it’s not just a simple game with impressive, yet 

false, advertisement. Checks by the FTC are a big step in the right direction. 

Why the hype? 

          Why pursuit serious gaming in the first place? Well, a lot of animals, especially mammals display 

playful behaviour. Young children and animals learn a lot through play, not just by playfully exploring 

the world and its possibilities, but through social play as well. Play prepares us for the world and for 

others. Of course, the environment must allow such behaviour. There is a reason why enriched 

environments that promote learning are encouraged for our children [8]. The importance of enriched 

environments in the development of an animal is stressed by the cases of deprived environments; 

deprived Romanian orphans proved to have far less developed skills than normal, except in social 

interactions which they were often exposed to [8]. We don’t only provide babies tools for learning, we 

make those tools attractive as well by giving them flashy colours and poppy sounds. As we get older, the 

enriched environments remain partly, we are in schools and universities where great knowledge resides. 

We are again provided the tools of learning, but the promoting of learning seems to have lost its 

importance the older we get. People are expected to be able to focus, to concentrate and maintain 

attention on complex information that usually comes primarily verbally in the form of lectures. People are 

expected to have learnt how to successfully learn. This, however, is a thing quite hard to do. When people 

aren’t engaged in the subject, learning becomes a much harder feat; attention slips and the mind starts to 

wander [9]. To prevent this from happening it is wise to make learning more attractive, since looking at a 

stale PowerPoint presentation with an hour and a half of verbal narration is barely engaging. What better 

way is there to engage people than videogames? Not many. People clock hundreds of hours into games 

and have a harder time stopping with gaming than starting. How perfect would it be if people could show 

the same dedication to learning? This can potentially be realized through serious gaming and this is 

exactly what the hype is all about.  

 Another powerful aspect of serious gaming is to teach in situations that are hard to experience in 

real life. Certain cognitive skills that psychologists teach to get a stronger grip on one's mind and 

behaviour, can be beneficial but inaccessible to many who show some form of subclinical symptoms. 

Serious gaming might expand on existing e-health applications, and teach many useful skills in a form 



that’s less stigmatizing and more accessible. Another example is moral development. Morality is a very 

important aspect of life, but people, Westerners at least, often don’t encounter moral dilemmas and 

decisions frequently. Moral dilemmas are already a part of traditional videogames, considering the likes 

of The Witcher, Fable, Heavy Rain and many more. Dealing with virtually presented dilemmas will 

possibly help people dealing with difficult situations in real life, to be able to make an informed decision 

[10]. This is already the case for some traditional games, let alone what may be achieved when the 

education becomes an actual goal.  

A good serious game 

This all means that a good serious game, one that entertains and truly educates, is a project 

potentially many times more complex than your average game. The worry isn’t just creating a believable, 

interactive world that engages the player, but also seeing to it that the ‘serious’ aspects are actually doing 

anything worthwhile. A serious gaming studio doesn’t just consist of the usual employees a game-

development studio has, but cognitive psychologists and researchers as well. The fundamentals and 

backing research need to be strong, there is even a necessity for extensive research and beta testing prior 

to release, just for the educational aspects of the game. This is especially the case when backing theories 

are diverse or a new educational paradigm is introduced. The whole process of creating a serious game 

becomes exceedingly complex and difficult to realize. It is safe to assume that the more complex the 

educational goal, the more complex the developmental process.  

 As mentioned, in serious gaming we need to be sure that the game has more to offer educationally 

than a traditional game. For the earlier mentioned training of moral development, it proves useful to 

employ argument mapping. This way dilemmas can be analyses systematically and an actual learning 

curve of increasingly complex dilemmas can be formed beautifully [10]. Likewise, solutions exist or can 

be created for other areas. For one, when teaching math through serious gaming, a useful solution is to 

translate standard school curriculums to the game, so that a good learning curve is more easily obtained.   

Another important component of serious gaming is the engagement. If the game isn’t remotely 

fun or challenging in just the right way, it is not a good serious game. Challenge is very important in the 

engagement of a player; make something too easy and people can lose interest, make something too hard 

and people can get discouraged [11]. Therefore, a good serious game would create a profile of a player, 

keeping track of his skills and level so to adjust the game experience adequately. A good serious game is 

thus adaptive to the player to maximize the learning experience. Of course, a serious game can be still 

educational without being actually fun, but the whole goal of serious gaming is to make learning more 

entertaining and less of a chore than the traditional methods. However, some serious games have to 

deliberately sacrifice fun and entertainment to achieve a desired educational goal. This is okay if there is 

no other way, the main goal of serious gaming is after all to educate and to necessarily to entertain [12]. 

Entertainment can be considered more of a convenient additional effect, just like educational properties 

are convenient additional effects of traditional video games.  

 



The applicability of serious gaming 

 The applicability of serious gaming is rather wide. Soft skills like morality, metacognitive skills 

and other more general cognitive skills can all be targeted for serious gaming. The educational goal in 

these examples seem rather vague, metacognitive and cognitive skills are broad terms. However, serious 

gaming might just as well be applied to hard skills. Microsoft brings an educational version of Minecraft 

to schools this summer. Among what can be taught through this serious game are topics ranging from 

history and physics to programming and electrical engineering. Exciting stuff indeed, but how effective 

the ambitious project is, remains to be seen [13].   

 

The future of serious gaming 

Furthermore, in teaching these hard skills, it remains to be seen whether serious gaming has the 

capacity to teach courses like the ones Minecraft teaches at high educational levels. A lot of current 

serious games are at lower ends of the educational spectrum, meant as an attractive introduction to the 

subject. As an example, current programming courses in serious gaming, like the ones in Minecraft, don’t 

teach a kid to program in C or Python. They are meant to teach certain basics, to get into the logic of 

programming, to make the transition to actual programming more fun and easy.  

Advances in technology will of course also influence the future and effectiveness of serious 

games. At this point, virtual reality is still a technology reserved for a few, but when the technology 

becomes widely available in the near future new possibilities for serious gaming start to open up. 

Immersion, what can be greatly increased through VR, is a big part of serious gaming and learning [14]. 

Consider the earlier mentioned soft skills, it might prove much easier to train ‘theory of mind’ in VR than 

in other ways; because you can literally step into another’s perspective. Technological progress will thus 

greatly influence how serious gaming principles can be used.  

Although whole books can be written about serious gaming, this essay has to end here. For the 

near future it is safe to say that serious gaming will make big steps. These steps will probably be in the 

direction of being an addition to traditional education. At this point, the idea of serious gaming replacing 

formal education is not convincing, but that doesn’t mean that it can’t greatly enhance our learning 

experience in many ways and in many different areas! 
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