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1. Persuasive Gaming: From Theory-
Based Design to Validation and Back . 
An Introduction
Teresa de la Hera, Jeroen Jansz, Ruud Jacobs, Ben Schouten, 
Joost Raessens  & Martijn Kors

Abstract
This chapter offers a multifaceted reflection on persuasive gaming divided 
into three pillars: persuasiveness, design, and validation. The f irst section 
on persuasiveness is a critical review of previous and current persuasive 
gaming theory and analysis. It argues that the contemporary gaming 
landscape needs to expand theoretically and presents a multidimensional 
persuasive approach as one way in which this can be done. The following 
section on the design of persuasive games looks at research on design 
principles, which are the def ining characteristics of persuasive games. 
The f inal section on validation discusses existing studies on the effects 
of persuasive games and the case-based assessment of the impact of new 
games.

Keywords: procedural rhetoric; persuasive games; persuasive game design; 
persuasiveness; persuasive gaming effects

Situating research on persuasive gaming

The rapid developments in new communication technologies constantly 
create new opportunities in the media and entertainment industry. These 
developments have facilitated the popularization of digital games, which 
has translated into an exponential growth of the game industry in the 
last decades. Digital games have become part of our daily routines thanks 
to the ubiquitous presence of mobile devices, the simplif ication of game 
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interactions (for example through the use of touchscreens), and the diversi-
f ication of genres that better respond to the different variety of expectations 
of the 2.6 billion players worldwide (Entertainment Software Association, 
2018, p. 2). This is what game scholar Jesper Juul has dubbed the ‘casual 
revolution’, ‘a breakthrough moment in the history of video games’ (2010, 
p. 2). The ongoing ludification of culture has transformed the domain of 
play and games into something that is much more than a temporary and 
somewhat trivial escape from the seriousness of life (Raessens, 2014). 

The ubiquitous presence of digital games has resulted in an expansion of 
the applications of these games from mere entertainment purposes to a great 
variety of serious purposes. Although Clark Abt published his book Serious 
Games already in 1970, it was only from the early years of the 21st century 
that research on the serious applications of digital games gained special 
relevance and attention from academics (Mateas & Chen, 2006; Ritterfeld, 
Cody, & Vorderer, 2009). Among serious games, def ined as digital games 
used for purposes beyond mere entertainment (Mateas & Chen, 2006), one 
can f ind educational games, games for health, political games, advergames, 
ecogames, games for change, and many others. This innovative application 
of digital games in the past two decades has not only gained the attention 
of game developers and players but has also become the focus of interest 
of scholars. Since then, funding agencies have also invested a signif icant 
amount of resources in supporting the study of the application of serious 
games in many different domains. 

In this edited volume, we narrow the scope of attention by focusing on 
what game theorist Ian Bogost (2007) has called ‘persuasive games’, that 
is, gaming practices that combine the dissemination of information with 
attempts to engage players in particular attitudes and behaviors. This implies 
a focus on the—mostly positive—effects of persuasive games as intended 
by their designers. As an aside, this also means that this volume does not 
address the negative effects often attributed to entertainment games, for 
example regarding violence and addiction (Elson & Ferguson, 2014; Kneer, 
Jacobs, & Ferguson, 2018; Raessens & Goldstein, 2005).

Bogost’s Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of Videogames (2007) 
was not the f irst attempt to explain the persuasive potential of digital 
games. While authors such as Gonzalo Frasca (2007) had already theorized 
on how games could be used and were being used for persuasion, Bogost’s 
book became a landmark because it was seen as the starting point of the 
procedural school that often used a utopian discourse about the possibility 
of designing digital games to change the attitude or behavior of players, 
including discourses supporting the idea that digital games could change 
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the world for the better (McGonigal, 2011). Bogost’s optimistic perspective 
on the persuasive potential of procedural rhetoric—that is, the capacity 
of digital games to persuade players through rule-based representa-
tions—was criticized by Sicart in his paper Against Procedurality (2011), 
which initiated a vivid academic debate about the persuasive potential 
of digital games. 

This volume aims to contribute to this debate by offering a multifaceted 
reflection on persuasive gaming, that is, on the process of these particular 
games being played by players. The purpose is to better understand when and 
how digital games can be used for persuasion by further exploring persuasive 
games and some other kinds of persuasive playful interaction as well. The 
book critically integrates what has been accomplished in separate research 
traditions to offer a multidisciplinary approach to understanding persuasive 
gaming that is closely linked to developments in the industry by including 
the exploration of relevant case studies. As combining the contributions of 
different theoretical traditions has been rather uncommon in game studies, 
this volume intends to cross boundaries in research and practice.

We organized the contributions to this volume under three pillars, 
with each pillar amounting to an accumulation of expert knowledge (see 
Figure 1.1). The f irst pillar on persuasiveness critically assesses previous 
and recent theory and research on persuasive gaming and proposes a 
multidimensional persuasive approach as a theoretical extension that is 
needed in the contemporary gaming landscape. The second pillar, design, 
highlights research on design principles, which are understood to be the 
def ining properties of persuasive games. The f inal pillar on validation 
incorporates both previous research on effects of persuasive games and 
the case-based evaluation of new games and their impact. The arrows in 
Figure 1.1 indicate the relationships between the three pillars, underlin-
ing that ideas about persuasiveness inspire design principles of games 
and that these games can be validated with respect to their impact. The 
feedback arrow shows that in the ideal case, the results of validation 
research are incorporated in theories about persuasiveness and in game 
design principles. 

In the following sections we will discuss each pillar in detail.

Persuasiveness Design Validation

Figure 1.1: The research pillars Persuasiveness, Design, and validation, and their subsequent 
relations.
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Persuasiveness

The study of persuasive communication began in ancient Greece and 
has a history of more than two millennia. The ancient scholars Plato 
and Aristotle framed rhetoric as a technique for oral persuasion, which 
was followed by the notable Roman scholars Quintillian and Cicero. It 
was Cicero who described rhetoric as a ‘speech designed to persuade’ 
(quoted in Burke, 1969, p. 49). Many centuries later, the development of 
mass media facilitated the broadening of the concept of rhetoric beyond 
oratory. 

Although the focus of the study of persuasive communication has been 
predominantly focused on verbal strategies, the development of f ilm, televi-
sion, and visual advertisement have favored the expansion of the term. 
The philosopher Kenneth Burke (1987-1993) was the f irst to acknowledge 
the persuasive potential of nonverbal domains. ‘Wherever there is persua-
sion’, he wrote, ‘there is rhetoric. And wherever there is “meaning”, there 
is “persuasion”’ (Burke, 1969, p. 172). Burke’s work gave rise to the study of 
persuasiveness in many different domains, which also increased inter-
est in visual rhetoric, understood as the art of using imagery and visuals 
persuasively.

Research on how audiences are persuaded by audio-visual media content 
is currently dominated by Petty and Cacioppo’s Elaboration Likelihood 
Model (1986). Although a few game scholars have used ELM in their research 
(Malliet & Martens, 2010), most scholars have employed a different ap-
proach by identifying the unique properties of digital games that require 
special attention in order to understand the way they convey meaning (e.g., 
Bogost, 2007; De la Hera, 2013; Ferrari, 2010; Frasca, 2007). In Bogost’s classic 
volume (2007), procedural rhetoric was presented as the prime mechanism 
responsible for successful game-based persuasion.

Since the publication of Bogost’s f irst two books (2006, 2007), proce-
dural rhetoric has been the focus of attention of many scholars working on 
persuasive strategies in digital games (e.g., De la Hera, 2017; Ferrara, 2013; 
Ferrari, 2010; Flanagan, 2010; Heide & Nørholm, 2009; Seiffert & Nothhaft, 
2015; Swain, 2007). What interests proceduralists is the way in which symbol 
manipulation of processes that initially appear unexpressive may result 
in a higher order of expression. However, some authors have identif ied 
shortcomings in these proceduralists’ assertions (De la Hera, 2019; Heide 
& Nørholm, 2009; Nelson, 2012).

In his book, Bogost (2007) claimed that digital games are a unique medium 
for persuasion not comparable to traditional media. This claim was criticized 
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by authors such as Miguel Sicart (2011), who doubted the unique persuasive 
potential of procedural rhetoric taking into consideration the interactive 
nature of digital games and the fact that the player is required to make 
decisions and create a personal experience. 

The section on persuasiveness in this volume starts by revisiting the 
debate about the value of procedural rhetoric in order to build upon the 
lessons learned and further develop our understanding of persuasiveness 
in relation to digital games. Predicting back in 2007 a near future in which 
games would be a primary tool for persuasion, Bogost critically reflects 
in Chapter 2 upon his predictions in this volume, acknowledging that not 
everything happened in the way he expected. Sicart also takes a different 
approach in his contribution (Chapter 3) in which he critically reflects on 
the playful design of mobile applications and the implications that this 
design approach has for our daily practices and routines.

This volume also delves into the middle-ground perspective of game 
scholars such Mark J. Nelson, who has stated that the ‘proceduralism 
and play-centrism debate is too simple’ (2012, para. 2) and that the two 
approaches are complementary. This approach is the starting point of 
Chapter 4 in which De la Hera and Raessens argue that additional perspec-
tives are necessary to understand how persuasive games convey their 
intended meaning. Scholars defending this approach state that although 
procedural statements are useful in understanding how meaning can be 
authored in the rules of the game, it is important to acknowledge that 
other persuasive dimensions can complement procedural rhetoric in 
conveying meaning through digital games (see Figure 1.2) (De la Hera, 
2019). 

A similar approach is taken by Kaufman and his colleagues in Chap-
ter 5 in which they defend the idea that game-based interventions are 
enhanced when the persuasive message of the game is not the focal 
point of the design but rather is interweaved within the game’s content 
or the context of play. Moreover, if we aim to understand how persuasive 
games can realize the outcomes intended by their designers, it is clear 
that not only the context in which games are played but especially the 
role that players take in the process of persuasion should be taken into 
consideration. In an earlier publication, Raessens (2009) emphasizes 
this by using the concept of dispositif as developed within f ilm studies 
to argue that the process of making meaning within digital games ‘is 
really inf luenced by the ways in which conf igurations of technology, 
user positioning, desire, media text, and context take shape in specif ic 
games’ (2009, p. 507). 
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Design for persuasive games

In this section we will shift our focus from a descriptive to a more prescrip-
tive perspective by discussing how we can design for persuasive gameplay. 
Modern game design is often guided by the influential MDA model that 
formalizes three distinct layers: Mechanics, Dynamics, and Aesthetics (Hu-
nicke, Leblanc, & Zubek, 2004). The Mechanics are the game affordances 
that invite specific players’ actions and behaviors and are determined by the 
algorithms and representation of data in the game. The Dynamics concern 
the interactive processes unfolding between the game and the player while 
the Aesthetics entail the player’s experiences elicited by the game, including 
his or her emotional responses.

Although game design generally prioritizes the game’s mechanics, the 
MDA model helps us to understand that designing a game does not only 
entail considerations on the level of mechanics: ‘By moving between MDA’s 
three levels of abstraction, we can conceptualize the dynamic behavior of 
game systems’ (Hunicke et al., 2004, p. 5) that results in player experiences 
(aesthetics).

Visual
Persuasion

Cinematic
Persuasion

Linguistic
Persuasion

Sound
Persuasion

Procedural
Persuasion

Narrative
Persuasion

Tactical
Persuasion

A�ective
Persuasion

Sensorial
Persuasion

Haptic
Persuasion

Social
Persuasion

2nd Level

1st Level

3rd Level

Figure 1.2: Theoretical model: persuasive communication through digital games (from De la Hera, 
2019).
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Here, we will redress the MDA balance towards a focus on the player, which 
is consistent with the argument developed in the previous sections of this 
volume. Consequently, the emphasis is on the dynamics and aesthetics, 
which prepares the ground for developing a design theory as well as a design 
practice that aim to translate player experiences into design requirements. 
The designer and the player each have a different perspective. The game 
designer takes the mechanics as the starting point, cascading to the other 
layers. The player’s perspective focuses on the level of aesthetics, that is, 
designing a game that is appealing for its players. In between is the layer 
of dynamics where, arguably, the perspectives of designer and player meet 
(Ferri, Hansen, Heerden van, & Schouten, 2018).

Our focus on the active or engaged player also has consequences for 
game design that aims to realize persuasive goals. As research underlines, 
persuasive communication is a process of learning and internalization (Fogg, 
2003; Ryan & Deci, 2000) rather than a process of simply transferring a mes-
sage (e.g., a thought, an idea, an opinion) to an audience. When we translate 
this to the context of game design, we see that processes of persuasion are 
shaped predominantly at the level of dynamics. When we subsequently take 
the aesthetics into account, we must acknowledge that user experiences 
can be different from player to player and are often dependent on players’ 
characteristics, while they may also be influenced by the context of play 
(Hansen et al., 2019). These multiple influences are taken into account 

Figure 1.3: Design, using virtual reality, for empathy-arousing persuasive games (from Kors et al., 2016).
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in game design practices such as prof iling, user studies, play session and 
monitoring practices, and also lately by allowing more open design strate-
gies (e.g., game jams), where the lines between designer and player blur. 
Game designers Zimmerman and Chaplin (2013) have already observed that 
co-design and participatory design strategies were becoming increasingly 
popular among designers. Designing persuasive games with the aesthetics in 
mind also spurs the exploration and employment of novel interactions and 
technologies, thus changing the persuasive game design landscape over the 
past decade. With the advent of mobile computing, ubiquitous computing, 
and immersive technologies, persuasive games are no longer bound to the 
computer screen. For instance, designers and researchers have a keen interest 
in exploring persuasive games as part of the smart home (Gamberini et al., 
2012) or the use of virtual reality to have players feel and understand the 
struggles of another (Kors, Spek, Ferri, & Schouten, 2018). 

Another example is the virtual reality (VR) game A Breathtaking Journey 
discussed in Chapter 6 (see Figure 1.3) in which players virtually inhabit the 
perspective of a refugee to gain a better understanding of their situation 
and conditions. Designer Martijn Kors and his colleagues describe how 
the details in the design enabled players to deeply engage with the role of 
people seeking refuge in Europe. It is a mixed-reality game that is meant 
to arouse empathy for refugees. The VR game A Breathtaking Journey was 
developed in a context of civic engagement, initiated by Amnesty Interna-
tional. The collaboration with Amnesty aimed to explore how interactive 
media could help motivate people to change or reinforce attitudes towards 
human rights-related issues. As a future design opportunity, the designers 
identify empathic relationships with one’s own avatar as a still understudied 
possibility for persuasion. 

The rapid development of game design, including its practices and princi-
ples, is reflected in the variety of methodologies used. Game designer Lindsay 
Grace (Chapter 7) argues that designers should go beyond the artifact of 
the game by taking different levels of persuasive play into account. Grace 
distinguishes three levels of persuasion: micro, macro, and meta-persuasion. 
At the f irst level, games and playful interactions can be seen as artifacts that 
aim to employ persuasive play. At the level of macro-persuasion, Grace looks 
at the cultural and societal impact of games and play in fostering citizen 
participation, for example, or supporting the formation of a community. 
Meta-persuasion is the least obvious of the three, originating partly as the 
byproduct of macro and micro-persuasion in applications of games and 
play in non-play contexts, such as in the construction of fake news or the 
application of gamif ication strategies in a commercial environment.
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Where Grace presents different levels of game design, Menno Deen con-
centrates in Chapter 8 on the process of co-design. He argues that producing 
a phenomenological narration of the design process enables designers to 
reflect on design decisions, which may result in suggestions for possible 
strategies for designing persuasive games at the micro level. Moreover, this 
methodology illuminates implementation issues that can only be identif ied 
in the actual co-design practice. Using co-design is particularly helpful in 
designing games that deal with contemporary problems related to gender 
identities, LBGHT issues, and the abuse or discrimination of minorities, for 
example. Deen’s argument is underlined by discussing the design process 
of VilDu?!, a game or therapeutic tool for sexually abused children that is 
used in clinical practice. 

In the f inal chapter of this section on design, Sun Joo Ahn develops yet 
another perspective on the context of games by presenting immersive 
virtual environments (IVEs). She discusses the importance of three different 
characteristics of virtual reality for persuasion: presence, shared experiences 
through perspective-taking, and compressing or accelerating time under 
virtual conditions. The research in this chapter can be linked to the case 
of A Breathtaking Journey because it shows that the result with respect to 
the impact of embodied experiences in IVEs are promising.

Validating the effects of persuasive games

Persuasive games are designed with the purpose of realizing particular 
goals. In Bogost’s classic volume (2007), procedural rhetoric was presented 
as the prime mechanism responsible for successful game-based persuasion. 
Since then, De la Hera (2019) has developed a theoretical argument in favor 
of a wider set of persuasive dimensions (see Figure 1.2) that were also used 
to disentangle the design of some games to determine their persuasive 
properties (Jacobs, Jansz, & De la Hera, 2017). In the past decade, a handful 
of validation research tracks have emerged to investigate the theoretical 
claims made. These tracks are concerned with the games’ effects on players, 
aiming to answer the question: Do persuasive games actually ‘work’? In other 
words, do persuasive games succeed in realizing their intended outcome?

Most validation researchers embedded their work in the established f ield 
of persuasion research (Perloff, 2017; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986), conceptualizing 
persuasion as a process of cognitive elaboration in which the game’s message 
is reflected upon consciously to a lesser or greater degree. Research on the 
outcomes of persuasive games has generally focused on a change in players’ 
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attitudes because attitudinal change precedes behavioral outcomes (e.g., 
Ajzen, 1991; O’Keefe, 2002; Petty & Wegener, 1999). The types of attitudes 
involved depends on what the game is about and how the argument is 
presented. Following Jacobs (2017), we use the game’s attitude goal state 
(AGS) to refer to all attitudes a certain game intends to influence. The AGS 
can consist of one attitude (e.g., ‘refugees deserve support’), but it can also 
be more abstract, for example when a multi-layered topic (such as climate 
change) is addressed. In almost all cases, game designers embed the AGS 
purposively in the design of the game (Siriaraya, Visch, Vermeeren, & Bas, 
2018). 

Figure 1.4 summarizes the key aspects of persuasive gaming in context 
from a validation perspective. Successful play causes players to elaborate 
on their perception of the AGS. This elaboration continues beyond the 
immediate context of play, resulting in attitude change, which may in turn 
lead to a change in behavior. Next, the f igure shows that the occurrence 
of elaboration is also dependent on how the game is designed (its features) 
and what kind of person the player is. With respect to these characteristics, 
Rita Orji and her colleagues have proposed matching the gameplay and 
experience of persuasive games to the players’ personalities. For example, 
players scoring high on an extraversion scale would enjoy games that allow 
them to personalize their experience more than those scoring high on a 
neuroticism scale (Orji, Nacke, & Di Marco, 2017). 

The emerging tradition of validation research gives reason for optimism. 
Many of the persuasive games that have been tested show small but 

Figure 1.4: The process of persuasion from a validation perspective (adapted from Jacobs, 2017).
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noticeable influences on players’ attitudes. In Chapter 10, Jacobs and Jansz 
provide an overview of what has so far been accomplished and what earlier 
research teaches us about the best way to study the effects of persuasive 
games. Effects were observed on how players think, both in the short term 
(Kampf & Cuhadar, 2015; Peng, Lee, & Heeter, 2010) and weeks after play has 
f inished (DeSmet et al., 2018; Ruggiero, 2015). As with any kind of mediated 
intervention, other studies reported a lack of effects, or effects confined to 
specif ic game elements (Soekarjo & Oostendorp, 2015; van ’t Riet, Meeuwes, 
van der Voorden, & Jansz, 2018). Chapters 11 and 12 of this book present 
the results of in-depth analyses of the effects of two individual games, 
Urgent Evoke (Wichmand, Chapter 11) and Against All Odds (Wertley & 
Soliz, Chapter 12).

It is promising that validation researchers also compared persuasive 
games with other media—for example, persuasive texts (Gutierrez et al., 
2014; Peng et al., 2010; Ruggiero, 2015; Soekarjo & Oostendorp, 2015), videos 
(Jacobs, 2016, 2017), or a combination of these (Steinemann, Mekler, & 
Opwis, 2015; van ’t Riet et al., 2018). These results confirm the persuasive 
potential of games but also show that in some cases, non-interactive media 
perform better. It is particularly timely to continue researching the effects 
of different media because such a comparative approach is close to the 
day-to-day reality of many people where they are flooded with persuasive 
attempts employing a rich variety of mediated sources. At the same time, 
it is necessary to continue research with no-treatment control conditions 
in order to establish whether particular persuasive games work at all.

The f ield of validation research would really advance if future studies 
would focus more on investigating the effects of specif ic game features. 
For example, the effects of either using narrative persuasion or procedural 
rhetoric were studied by comparing two games that aimed to convey the 
same message: Power and Control (Sain, 2011) and Another Chance (Another 
Kind, 2015), which were published by Jennifer Ann’s Group, a non-prof it 
charity whose aim is to combat teen dating violence (Jacobs, Kneer, & 
Jansz, 2019). Another avenue for improvement is foregrounding the context 
of play to determine differential effects. Previous research established the 
differences between playing Poverty is Not a Game (iMinds, 2010) at home 
or in school (Bleumers et al., 2012; De Grove, Van Looy, Neys, & Jansz, 2012). 
Lee and his colleagues focus in Chapter 13 on a specif ic context by analyzing 
the persuasive powers of games that are used in the training of employees in 
high-stake professions. But the contextual dependencies may even be more 
relevant when a specific context has far-reaching consequences, for example 
when the persuasive game is presented in an environment that partially 
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simulates the living conditions of disabled persons (Gerling, Mandryk, 
Birk, Miller, & Orji, 2014). One could argue that the player characteristics in 
Figure 1.4 are another contextual determinant because personality features 
co-determine the occurrence of elaboration while they simultaneously 
belong to a reality outside the persuasive game. 

Conclusion

It is more than a decade ago that Ian Bogost published Persuasive Games 
(2007). Ever since, research on persuasive gaming has developed in multiple 
directions, with some researchers acknowledging Bogost’s emphasis on 
procedural rhetoric, and others developing additional perspectives or criticiz-
ing the focus on game features. The steady growth of this research domain 
has enabled us to compile this volume based on the acquired theoretical 
insights with respect to persuasiveness (Part 1), combined with advanced 
notions about designing persuasive games (Part 2), and including the results 
from validation research (Part 3). In this introduction, we aimed to show 
that the three pillars are not independent silos but rather part of the same 
construction. Hence our emphasis on the feedback relations between all 
subsequent pillars (see Figure 1.1) is focused on the combination of contri-
butions coming from different theoretical traditions, which results in a 
multidisciplinary approach to the understanding of persuasive gaming. We 
now turn to the substance of this volume, that is, the chapters in which a 
rich variety of scholars discuss their contributions to the blossoming f ield 
of persuasive gaming in context. 
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