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Editorial

The Increasing Specificity and Maturity
of Role-playing Game Studies

This issue of the International Journal of Role-playing signals several hallmarks. First, the issue is our
15th since the inception of the journal, with Issue 1 helmed by editor Anders Drachen (2008). Not only
has our editorial team grown over the years, but our reviewer list is large, varied, and highly interdisci-
plinary. This issue also corresponds with the revisions and rebranding of the The Routledge Handbook
of Role-playing Game Studies (Zagal and Deterding 2024), which has been updated with relevant re-
search and expanded from its original publication only six years ago (Zagal and Deterding 2018) and
will also be released in June 2024.!

Since that publication, the field has exploded to the point where not only are new publications

difficult to track, but they contain information that was previously relegated to “wish lists” for scholars
and practitioners. Examples include (to cite just a few):

Completed manuals for tabletop role-playing games as therapeutic interventions published
through academic channels, (e.g., Connell 2023; Kilmer 2023);

Theoretical work on the transformative potential of RPGs informed by practice (Kemper 2020;
Bowman and Hugaas 2021);

Hard qualitative and quantitative data on the impacts of role-playing games on participants, e.g.,
in wellbeing and therapeutic applications (Kato 2019; Helbig 2019; Wright et al. 2020; Abbott,
Stauss, and Burnett 2021; Causo and Quinlan 2021;. Ball 2022; Varrette et al. 2023);

Review articles compiling themes and synthesizing the results from several such papers at a
time (Mendoza 2020; Henrich and Worthington 2021; Arenas, Viduani, and Araujo 2022; Baker,
Turner, and Kotera 2022);

Detailed guidance for educators on the use of RPGs in classroom applications (Geneuss 2021;
Cullinan and Genova 2023; Westborg 2023);

The application of RPGs in a wide variety of educational contexts, including fashion design
(Hixson and Eike 2024), computer science (Fey et al. 2022), and American Sign Language
(Cullinan and Wood 2024);

Clear connections formed between RPGs and other related phenomena, e.g., practices in coun-
seling (Diakolambrianou and Bowman 2023) and psychodrama (Pitkédnen 2019);

A thorough examination of players exploring and expressing marginalized genders and sexual-
ities through RPGs (Sihvonen and Stenros 2019; Stenros and Sihvonen 2019; Baird 2021), as
well as the heritage of associated alternative communities (Groth, Grasmo, and Edland 2021;
Baird 2023; Levin 2023);

A critical approach to problematic representations and issues with inclusion regarding margin-
alized identities (Leonard, Janjetovic, and Usman 2021) such as gender (Stang 2021; Stang and
Trammell 2020; Dashiell 2020), sexuality (Sihvonen and Stenros 2019), race/ethnicity (Eddy,
Samantha 2020; Dashiell 2022; Trammell 2023), and disability (Jones 2018), among other im-
portant factors;

The negative impacts on RPG communities, play styles, and game texts of capitalism (Torner
2018, Seregina 2024), cultural appropriation (Eddy, Samantha 2020; Eddy, Zoé Antoinette
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2020), and colonialism (Eddy, Zoé Antoinette 2020; Trammell 2022);
e The development of safety discourses in RPG communities over time reflected in academic
work (Koljonen 2020; Villarreal 2021; Bowman and Lieberoth 2024), etc.

These developments signal not only the maturation of the field, but its increased specificity in
terms of evidence-based work and complex theoretical models. In a maturing field, the literature is ex-
tensive enough to build upon itself. Academics can make larger scale assessments about assertions they
previously only hypothesized. New knowledge is theorized, articulated, tested, and shared. Developing
scholars can easily find information on their chosen topic through indexing, search engines, and cita-
tions, leading to far fewer “vacuum studies.” Areas that were previously siloed into distinct categories
now cite and learn from one another, e.g., tabletop vs. larp; educational vs. therapeutic vs. leisure; tra-
ditional vs. indie. Students can now pursue an online Master’s degree in Transformative Game Design
at Uppsala University, the first in the world to our knowledge that focuses exclusively on analog RPGs,
with hopefully many more programmes in our field to follow. Regardless of the many catastrophes,
injustices, and alarming developments present in our world today, within this small bubble, we are hon-
ored to be involved in the increasing specificity and maturity of role-playing game studies.

The articles in this issue represent an impressive culmination of this work, reflecting many of
the topics on the above-mentioned wishlists. As befits our call for papers, each of the articles emphasize
the transformative potential of role-playing games in leisure, educational, and therapeutic settings in
some way.

The issue begins with an ambitious theoretical exploration by Kjell Hedgard Hugaas entitled,
“Bleed and Identity: A Conceptual Model of Bleed and How Bleed-out from Role-playing Games Can
Affect a Player’s Sense of Self.” The article unpacks the complicated and sometimes nebulous topics of
bleed and identity, connecting them not only to the role-playing game studies discourse, but also to rele-
vant concepts in psychology, neuroscience, and social psychology. The article contributes three import-
ant innovations to bleed theory: the concept of the bleed perception threshold; the distinction between
basic bleed components and higher bleed complexes; and a relational matrix of bleed components and
complexes. Hugaas’ work brings us closer to answering questions about why these games can be so
transformational, as well as explaining some of the psychological mechanisms behind these meaningful
changes within a player’s sense of self. He highlights expression and validation of marginalized gender
identities as an example.

Our next article deepens into these questions with an emphasis on incidental positive impacts
of RPGs for players in leisure environments. Orla Walsh and Conor Linehan’s “Roll for Insight: Un-
derstanding How the Experience of Playing Dungeons & Dragons Impacts the Mental Health of an
Average Player” gathers 10 semi-structured interviews and applies a reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
and Clarke 2006) to examine the self-reported connection between playing D&D and well-being. Walsh
and Linehan highlight five key themes that illuminate the transformative potential of role-playing: es-
capism, exploration of self, creative expression, social support, and establishing a routine. Since these
games were not applied in a therapeutic context, this research emphasizes the raw potency not only of
the world’s highest selling RPG, but the practice of role-playing games more generally.

Continuing this thread, Emry Sottile’s “‘It Might Have a Little to Do with Wish Fulfillment’:
The Life-Giving Force of Queer Performance in TTRPG Spaces” focuses specifically on the poten-
tial of D&D communities to facilitate queer gender exploration. To build his case, the author engages
with past scholarship, autoethnographic writing, and various forms of cultural production surrounding
TTRPGs, queer identity, avatars, and gender performance. Sottile’s powerful personal accounts punctu-
ate their examination of theory and description of RPG communities. He interrogates how such spaces
might provide self-expression and acceptance for trans and nonbinary players in societies that are be-
coming increasingly “adversarial to their existence and visibility” in recent years, providing a first-hand
account of some of the types of bleed explained in Hugaas’ paper.
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Our next article explores the topic of wellbeing through the lens of a series of larp interven-
tions. Kerttu Lehto’s “Nordic Larp as a Method in Mental Health Care and Substance Abuse Work:
Case SAROT” details the creation and implementation of three larps intended to have positive impacts
on participants’ well-being. Developed by the author, a community educator, in collaboration with a
psychiatric nurse, the SAROT trilogy tackles three major themes respectively: mental health, substance
abuse, and the experiences of a bystander. Lehto discusses how respondents reported changes in the
way they experience their current situation in life in data gathered from interviews, observation, and
free feedback. Positive impacts players attributed to the larps include players processing traumas, gain-
ing tools for dealing with problems, making active changes such as applying for a new job, getting help
for mental health issues, and turning to social workers. Unlike the previous two articles emphasizing
games like D&D produced for entertainment, SAROT was designed within the Nordic larp tradition,
which often features intense socially realistic themes on difficult topics with progressive aims. Lehto
concludes with design recommendations for creators wanting to use larp as an intervention in the future.

Continuing this theme, Lennart Bartenstein’s “Live Action Role-playing (Larp) in Cognitive
Behavioral Psychotherapy: A Case Study” provides an in-depth exploration of the design, implemen-
tation, and longitudinal results of a therapeutic larp intervention. The study provides quantitative and
qualitative data taken two months before the larp, two weeks after the larp, and three months later. The
study results supported CBT-oriented larp as a suitable treatment for participants with specific mental
challenges. While the participants had positive experiences and good goal attainment overall, in some
cases, negative trends were observed. Importantly, several participants mentioned that longer lasting
effects might have been more likely with repeated larp experiences rather than the one-shot nature of
the intervention, although the author acknowledges the heavy preparations needed to run a therapeutic
larp of this nature. Bartenstein also emphasizes the importance of ongoing psychotherapy alongside the
adjunctive larp interventions to reinforce lasting positive change.

Shifting our attention from mental health to educational development through RPGs, Maryanne
Cullinan gathers research from teachers in the field in her article, “Surveying the Perspectives of Middle
and High School Educators Who Use Role-playing Games as Pedagogy.” Cullinan is especially inter-
ested in educators in 5-12th grade classrooms. She gathers 11 interviews from teachers in the United
States, Canada, and Cambodia and analyzes them through the lens of Gary Alan Fine’s (1983) frame
theory. The practitioners reported increased engagement, new social connections, the development of
affinity groups, and a lowering of perceived social stakes for students in the setting. Teachers also re-
ported a shift in classroom attitudes about success from individualism to a more collectivistic stance.
Cullinan emphasizes the need for more research on how educators are using RPGs in the classroom, as
well as more theory-informed pedagogy based on best practice in role-playing game studies.

Our next authors explore larp as a method of leadership development education for adults in
various settings. In Matyas Hartyandi and Gijs van Bilsen’s “Playing with Leadership: A Multiple Case
Study of Leadership Development Larps,” the authors present an extensive discussion of larps that
feature leadership as a theme, as well as games designed specifically with leadership development the-
ories and goals in mind. Applying versions of Fine’s (1983) aforementioned frame theory, as well as J.
Tuomas Harviainen’s (2011) definition of larp as compared to simulation and other forms of educational
role-playing, they categorize the attributes of 4 case studies, including 2 larps designed by each author
respectively. The case studies were run for a variety of populations, including job seekers at an assess-
ment center, cadets at the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy, consultants in a Hungarian firm, students
at a university, simulation experts at the ISAGA conference, and managers and directors at a retreat.
Hartyandi and van Bilsen conclude with several design recommendations, also posing additional ques-
tions as to the distinction between larps and other forms of educational role-playing.

The authors of the final article in this issue also use educational theory to understand the poten-
tial of RPGs, this time through the lens of tabletop source material. In Jeremy Riel and Rob Monah-
an’s “Learning from Ludemes: An Inventory of Common Player Actions within Tabletop Role-Playing
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Games (TTRPGs) to Inform Principled Design of Game-Based Learning Experiences,” the authors dis-
cuss the many benefits of experiential learning, applying established pedagogical theories to Dungeons
& Dragons 5th Ed., evaluating its potential for helping students achieving educational goals. Riel and
Monahan focus explicitly on the developmental value of potential actions offered through the Player’s
Handbook (Wizards 2014), which the authors refer to as ludemes (Stephenson et al. 2021). After identi-
fying 379 original ludeme codes through thematic analysis (Thomas 2006; Merriam 2009), the authors
identified 37 axial codes, and distilled them into 7 supercategories: performing an in-game action;
role-playing; receiving information and instructions; resolving actions and uncertainty; realizing a char-
acter; table talking; and serving as DM. The authors attach learning objectives to each of these actions,
offering an impressive array of skills that the game implicitly invites and offering recommendations for
ways in which educators can cultivate these skills further in educational interventions.

Altogether, these articles offer a tremendous display of the maturity and increased specificity
present in our now-thriving field. We look forward to what the future will bring to role-playing game
studies with the support of this excellent foundation in its growing number of publication channels.

-- Sarah Lynne Bowman, William J. White, and Evan Torner
June 13, 2024

REFERENCES

Abbott, Matthew S., Kimberly A. Stauss, and Allen F. Burnett. 2021. “Table-top Role-playing Games
as a Therapeutic Intervention with Adults to Increase Social Connectedness.” Social Work with
Groups 45, no. 1 (16-21).

Baird, Josephine. 2021. “Role-playing the Self: Trans Self-Expression, Exploration, and Embodiment in
(Live Action) Role-playing Games.” International Journal of Role-Playing 11: 94-113. https://
doi.org/10.33063/ijrp.vil1.285

. 2023. “Larp as a Potential Space for Non-Formal Queer Cultural Heritage.” International
Journal of Role-playing 14: 71-81.

Ball, Graham. 2022. “A Phenomenological Inquiry into the Therapeutic Aspects of Tabletop Roleplay-
ing Games.” Ph.D. diss, UWE Bristol, October 6.

Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative Re-
search in Psychology 3, no. 2: 77-101.

Bowman, Sarah Lynne, and Andreas Lieberoth. 2024. “Psychology and Role-playing Games.” In The
Routledge Handbook of Role-playing Game Studies, edited by José P. Zagal and Sebastian De-
terding. London: Routledge.

Bowman, Sarah Lynne, and Kjell Hedgard Hugaas. 2021. “Magic is Real: How Role-playing Can
Transform Our Identities, Our Communities, and Our Lives.” In Book of Magic: Vibrant Frag-
ments of Larp Practices, edited by Kari Kvittingen Djukastein, Marcus Irgens, Nadja Lipsyc,
and Lars Kristian Leveng Sunde, 52-74. Oslo, Norway: Knutepunkt.



International Journal of Role-Playing - Issue 15

Causo, Francesco, and Elly Quinlan. 2021. “Defeating Dragons and Demons: Consumers’ Perspec-
tives on Mental Health Recovery in Role-playing games.” Australian Psychologist 56, no. 3:
256-267.

Connell, Megan. 2023. Tabletop Role-Playing Therapy: A Guide for the Clinician Game Master. W. W.
Norton & Company.

Cullinan, Maryanne, and Jennifer Genova. 2023. “Gaming the Systems: A Component Analysis Frame-
work for the Classroom Use of RPGs.” International Journal of Role-Playing 13: 7-17.

Cullinan, Maryanne, and Laura L. Wood. 2024. “Getting Inspired: A Qualitative Study on the Use of
the Inspirisles Role-playing Game to Teach Middle Schoolers American Sign Language.” Sim-
ulation & Gaming (January 26). https://doi.org/10.1177/10468781241229614

Diakolambrianou, Elektra, and Sarah Lynne Bowman. 2023. “Dual Consciousness: What Psychology
and Counseling Theories Can Teach and Learn Regarding Identity and the Role-Playing Game
Experience.” Journal of Roleplaying Studies and STEAM 2, no. 2: 5-37. https://digitalcommons.
njit.edu/jrpssteam/vol2/iss2/4

Dashiell, Steven L. 2020. “Hooligans at the Table: The Concept of Male Preserves in Tabletop
Role-playing Games.” International Journal of Role-Playing 10: 26-39.

. 2022. “Discussions of Fantasy Characters and Demonstrations of a Defensive Hybridity in
Gamer Masculinity.” The Journal of Men's Studies (March 31).

Drachen, Anders, ed. 2008. “Editorial.” International Journal of Role-playing 1.

Eddy, Samantha. 2020. “More than a Game: Racecraft and the Adaptation of ‘Race’ in Live Action Role
Play.” Humanities 9, no. 4: 124.

Eddy, Zo€ Antoinette. 2020. “Playing at the Margins: Colonizing Fictions in New England Larp.” Hu-
manities 9, no. 4: 143.

Fey, James, Ella Dagan, Elena Marquez Segura, and Katherine Isbister. 2022. “Anywear Academy:
A Larp-based Camp to Inspire Computational Interest in Middle School Girls.” In Designing
Interactive Systems Conference (DIS ‘22), June 13—17, 2022, Virtual Event, Australia. ACM,
New York, NY, USA.

Fine, Gary Alan. 1983. Shared Fantasy: Role-Playing Games as Social Worlds. Chicago, IL: University
of Chicago Press.

Geneuss, Katrin. 2021. “The Use of the Role-playing Technique STARS in Formal Didactic Contexts.”
International Journal of Role-Playing 11: 114-131.

Groth, Anna Emilie, Hanne “Hank” Grasmo, and Tor Kjetil Edland. 2021. Just a Little Lovin’: The Larp
Script. Drobak.



International Journal of Role-Playing - Issue 15

Harviainen, J. Tuomas. 2011. “The Larping that is Not Larp.” In Think Larp: Academic Writings from
KP2011, edited by Thomas Duus Henriksen. Christian Bierlich, Kasper Friis Hansen, and Valde-
mar Kolle, 172—-193. Rollespilsakademiet, Copenhagen.

Helbig, Kate A. 2019. “Evaluation of a Role-Playing Game to Improve Social Skills for Individuals
with ASD.” Ph.D. Diss., University of Southern Mississippi, USA.

Hixson, Sarah West, and Rachel J. Eike. 2024. “Mixed-Methods Assessment of an Apparel Edu-Larp
Rooted in Self-Determination Theory.” International Journal of Fashion Design, Technology
and Education: 1-13. doi:10.1080/17543266.2024.233924

Jones, Shelly. 2018. “Blinded by the Roll: The Critical Fail of Disability in D&D.” Analog Game Stud-
ies V, no. I (March 5).

Katd, Kohei. 2019. “Employing Tabletop Role-Playing Games (TRPGs) in Social Communication
Support Measures for Children and Youth with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Japan: A
Hands-On Report on the Use of Leisure Activities.” Japanese Journal of Analog Role-Playing
Game Studies 0: 23-28.

Kemper, Jonaya. 2020. “Wyrding the Self.” In What Do We Do When We Play?, edited by Eleanor
Saitta, Johanna Koljonen, Jukka Sarkijarvi, Anne Serup Grove, Pauliina Ménnistd, and Mia
Makkonen, 211-225. Helsinki, Finland: Solmukohta.

Kilmer, Elizabeth D., Adam D. Davis, Jared N. Kilmer, and Adam R. Johns. 2023. Therapeutically Ap-
plied Role-Playing Games: The Game to Grow Method. Routledge.

Koljonen, Johanna. 2020. “Larp Safety Design Fundamentals.” JARPS: Japanese Journal of Analog
Role-Playing Game Studies 1: Emotional and Psychological Safety in TRPGs and Larp (Sep-
tember 21): 3e-19e.

Levin, Hilda. 2023. “Bridging Historical and Present-Day Queer Community Through Embodied
Role-playing.” International Journal of Role-playing 14: 82-90.

Mendoza, Jonathan. 2020. “Gaming Intentionally: A Literature Review of the Viability of Role-playing
Games as Drama-therapy-informed Interventions.” Master’s Thesis, Lesley University.

Merriam, Sharan B. 2009. Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. New York:
Wiley & Sons.

Pitkénen, Jori (Linnamaiki). 2019. “Formas o Métodos Para el Cambio. ;Como contribuyen al cambio
el Psicodrama, el Sociodrama, el Teatro Playback y el Role Playing educativo de accién en vivo
o EDULARP.” La Hoja de Psicodrama 28, no. 71 (May).

Seregina, Usva. 2024. “Readdressing Larp as Commodity: How Do We Define Value When the Cus-
tomer Is Always Right?” In Liminal Encounters: Evolving Discourse in Nordic and Nordic
Inspired Larp, edited by Kaisa Kangas, Jonne Arjoranta, and Ruska Kevitkoski. Helsinki, Fin-
land: Ropecon ry.



International Journal of Role-Playing - Issue 15

Sihvonen, Tanja, and Jaakko Stenros. 2019. “On the Importance of Queer Romances - Role-play as
Exploration and Performance of Sexuality.” WiderScreen no. 1-2: 1-26.

Stang, Sarah. 2021. “The Fiend Folio’s Female Fiends: Kelpies, Vampires, and Demon Queens.” Ana-
log Game Studies, Special Issue: The Fiend Folio (October 10).

Stang, Sarah, and Aaron Trammell. 2020. “The Ludic Bestiary: Misogynistic Tropes of Female Mon-
strosity in Dungeons & Dragons.” Games and Culture 15, no. 6: 730-747.

Stenros, Jaakko, and Tanja Sihvonen. 2019. “Queer While Larping: Community, Identity, and Affective
Labor in Nordic Live Action Role-Playing.” Analog Game Studies: 2019 Role-Playing Game
Summit (December 23).

Stephenson, Matthew, Dennis J. N. J. Soemers., Eric Piette, & Cameron Browne. 2021. “General Game
Heuristic Prediction Based on Ludeme Descriptions.” In Proceedings of the 2021 IEEE Confer-
ence on Games (CoG). New York: IEEE.

Thomas, David R. 2006. “A General Inductive Approach for Analyzing Qualitative Evaluation Data.”
American Journal of Evaluation 27, no. 2: 237-246.

Torner, Evan. 2018. “Just (the Institution of Computer) Game Studies.” Analog Game Studies 5, no. 2
(June 3).

Trammell, Aaron. 2022. “Decolonizing Play.” Critical Studies in Media Communication (June 8).

. 2023. Repairing Play: A Black Phenomenology. MIT Press.

Varrette, Matthew, Jack Berkenstock, Adams Greenwood-Ericksen, Anthony Ortega, Faith Michaels,
Veronica Pietrobon, and Marc Schodorf. 2023. “Exploring the Efficacy of Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy and Role-playing Games as an Intervention for Adults with Social Anxiety.” Social
Work with Groups 46, no. 2: 140-165.

Villarreal, Amanda Rose Hartley. 2021. “Unscripted Intimacies: Negotiating Consent in Gamified
Performance.” PhD diss, University of Colorado at Boulder. ProQuest Dissertations & The-
ses.28649766.

Westborg, Josefin. 2023. “The Educational Role-Playing Game Design Matrix: Mapping Design Com-
ponents onto Types of Education.” International Journal of Role-playing 13: 18-30.

Wizards of the Coast. 2014. D&D Player’s Handbook, 5th Edition. Renton, WA: Wizards of the Coast.
Wright, Jennifer Cole, Daniel E. Weissglass, and Vanessa Casey. 2020. “Imaginative Role-Playing as a

Medium for Moral Development: Dungeons & Dragons Provides Moral Training.” Journal of
Humanistic Psychology 60, no. 1: 99-129.

Zagal, José P., and Sebastian Deterding, eds. 2018. Role-Playing Game Studies: Transmedia Founda-
tions. New York: Routledge.

, €ds. 2024. The Routledge Handbook of Role-playing Game Studies. London: Routledge.



International Journal of Role-Playing - Issue 15

Editors, IJRP
Sarah Lynne Bowman
William J. White
Evan Torner

Production Editor, [JRP
Sarah Lynne Bowman

Issue 15 Review Board
Joe Atanasio
Rebecka Astenvald
Graham Ball
Josephine Baird
Lennart Bartenstein
Axiel Cazeneuve
Megan Connell
Maryanne Cullinan
Hazel Dixon
Kathrin Fischer
Sabine Harrer
Elizabeth Kilmer
Diana J. Leonard
Ian S. Mercer
Gabe Sopocy
Matthew Varrette
Josefin Westborg



