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Abstract: International Relations (IR) and Strategic Studies (SS) have long utilized games and
simulations as educational tools, especially in digital settings. Recently, these fields have
evolved from technical training and executive action to interdisciplinary areas within the
Social Sciences. This shift reflects a change in training objectives, moving from technical skills
to a broader understanding of complex global dynamics. Modern approaches aim to foster a
deep comprehension of these dynamics using diverse analytical lenses. This article examines
the legacy of IR and SS in the contemporary use of gamification and simulations in education,
highlighting their role in recent structural transformations. The research employs a
hypothetical-deductive method, utilizing bibliographic techniques to explore the
co-constitution of IR, SS, and educational gaming.
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1. Introduction

The scientific fields of International Relations (IR) and Strategic Studies (SS) have
anticipated by decades, perhaps centuries, the contemporary pedagogical movement that
defends the use of games and simulations, increasingly in a digital environment, as a
relevant instrument for the teaching-learning process. However, in recent decades, the
gradual transition of IR and SS from areas of technical training and executive
professional performance to become interdisciplinary fields of knowledge in the Social
Sciences has brought new possibilities for the use of digital games and simulations in
the teaching-learning process. Although there is a great amount of scientific production
on the use of games in educational contexts, there is still an incipient recognition of how
game studies can contribute to the understanding of contemporary international
relations and their representations [Robinson 2015; Spiros, 2021; Mello 1996; Hassan,
2017].

This transition means that the objective of training in the area has shifted from
the priority of absorbing protocols and technical skills in diverse scenarios of potential
performance and professional decision-making. The broader need for a critical
understanding of the multiple dimensions of global dynamics, their varied analytical
lenses and possibilities of interpretation.

This paper presents the legacy of the IR and SS areas for the contemporary
pedagogical movement that values gamification and the use of games and simulations in
teaching-learning processes. It also discusses the contribution of this movement to the
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recent structural transformations that these scientific fields are experiencing. This is a
research with a hypothetical-deductive approach, which adopts a bibliographic research
technique to explore the case of possible co-constitution between the scientific fields of
IR and SS and the use of games and simulations in teaching-learning processes. This
study aims to examine the legacy of IR and SS in contemporary pedagogical
movements, analyze the role of gamification in teaching-learning processes and discuss
the contribution of games and simulations to structural transformations in IR and SS.

The text is divided into three sections, in addition to this introduction and
conclusion. In the first section, we address the contexts of gamification of the real world
and the worldification of games, made possible by the advent of the Digital Age, and
the growing use of complex digital games and simulations in different dimensions of
social interactions, including teaching-learning. The second section demonstrates that
such developments coincide with the traditional use of controlled simulations and
instructional games in the areas of IR and SS as a way to apply theoretical assumptions
and practice technical skills. Nevertheless, the third section demonstrates that digital
games and simulations, including those for commercial use, have increasingly been a
space for disputes about their representations of the world around us and its various
contradictions. Such representations involve narratives that are experienced and
reconstituted in the gameplay process, and have been increasingly observed as a
relevant way to understand the images in dispute about how international relations and
war are characterized.

2. The Gamification of the World and the Worldification of Games in the
Digital Age

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the Third Industrial Revolution
ushered in the Digital Age, a highly disruptive phenomenon in human history. This era
is defined by the ability to convert energy from sensors into analog electrical impulses,
which are then transformed into digital binary code by electronic components. This
code can be assigned various functions depending on the output devices generating
sound, light, and movement [Coutinho 2016]. The industrial-scale expansion of this
process, tied to the global economy, spurred continuous scientific and technological
advancements in hardware (electronic components and peripherals) and software (user
interfaces for binary messages). Consequently, digital computers now process vast
amounts of data and utilize algorithms to organize and prioritize information [Kitchin
and Dodge 2011]. Today, most information and interactions are mediated by computers,
including our representations of the world.

Digitalization has had a profound impact on art and media, with forms of
communication full of narrative and interactive meanings being enhanced or created
digitally. Digital graphic design, computer animation and human-machine interaction
through control devices have enabled the transition of cultural practices to the digital
environment. Games have driven digitization and, with the entertainment market, have
complexified simulations of human processes (political, social, economic, cultural)
[Salen and Zimmerman 2022]. Thus, the culture of play now permeates digital social
interactions (gamification) [Caponetto et al. 2014], and digital games have become
complex and representative of diverse social realities. These movements are known as
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the gamification of the real world and the worldification of video games.

The gamification of the real world is a macro-social movement influenced by
the growing technological digitalization of human interactions. The growth in the use of
technology in everyday contexts has strongly influenced the growth of gamification, in
that it provides the necessary tools and platforms for implementing game elements in a
variety of contexts [Hamari et al. 2014; Fardo 2013; Borges et al. 2013]. Technology
has facilitated the creation of immersive experiences, allowing game mechanics such as
points, badges, leaderboards and challenges to be integrated into non-game
environments [Fardo 2013; Caponetto et al. 2014]. Still in the context of the digital
transition, gamification offers numerous possibilities. It can be used to engage users in
new technologies or digital platforms by creating interactive experiences.

The use of gamification is primarily seen in the job market as a method applied
to marketing programs and web applications to engage and retain customers and users
[Aparicio et al. 2012; Fardo 2013]. However, it still shows inconsistent results in terms
of its application. These inconsistencies can be attributed to two opposing psychological
processes: a negative process through attention and a positive process through pleasure,
where the relative strength of these processes determines the overall effect of
gamification [Bekk et al. 2022]. Within the educational field, gamification is defined as
the use of game elements (mechanics, strategies, and reasoning logic) outside of digital
game contexts. The purpose of gamification is to motivate individuals, help solve
problems and promote learning. [Aparicio et al. 2012; Fardo 2013; Landers et al. 2018].

Gamification aims to make learning more dynamic by encouraging students to
think from the perspective of a game designer while tackling educational challenges
[Fardo 2013; Toda et al. 2018]. In addition, advances in mobile devices have made
gamification more accessible to a wider audience. The widespread use of smartphones
and tablets allows users to engage with gamified systems anytime and anywhere [Chin
2023]. This allows for real-time feedback and data tracking, which can improve user
engagement by providing immediate rewards or personalized experiences based on
progress, or individual behavior [Hamari et al. 2018]. Overall, the rise of technology
has provided opportunities for innovative approaches to implementing gamification
strategies in different sectors.

The elements of gamification, although initially considered positive, can
generate significant contradictions when they are not applied critically. There is a
tendency in the literature to idealize gamification [Aparicio et al. 2012; Toda et al.
2018], which diminishes the attention given to the problems arising from its
misapplication. From a marketing point of view, gamification can hide transaction costs
and replace monetary rewards for employees and consumers. In education, the
implementation of gamification faces challenges such as a lack of long-term evidence,
inadequate scientific methods, the need for customization, the emergence of unwanted
behaviours and a lack of technological support [Toda et al. 2018]. In addition,
gamification can create unwanted effects, such as making students dependent on the
gamified elements [Andrade et al. 2016].

Alongside the gamification of the real world, there is a trend towards the
“worldification” of digital games and simulations. This concept involves the
complexification of the dynamics and mechanics of digital games and simulations, as
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well as the growing commitment of developers to present in-depth narratives that
represent crucial aspects of societies. In this way, the real world is represented more
accurately in games and digital simulations, which brings with it the ideological filters
present in any artistic, aesthetic or media representation.

There are still few considerations about the worldification of video games as a
significant phenomenon, where games drive social narratives and allow immersion via
role playing. In this context, Game Studies has become important for understanding the
changes in contemporary media due to digitalization and digital culture [Chess and
Consalvo 2022]. Digital games are more present in the media industry thanks to
digitalization, which promotes convergence between media such as television, cinema
and video games [Zotto and Lugmayr 2015]. They are integrated into the cultural
industry in entertainment (streaming and films based on video games) and through the
intensification of transmedia narratives [Chess and Consalvo 2022]. This integration
with other arts broadens the ability to see them as art or literature, as their narrative
elements can be analyzed in the light of traditional literary theories [Frasca 2003],
representing the Material Turn of Game Studies.

The Material Turn in game studies refers to a shift in research approach that
considers digital games as material objects existing in the world, rather than purely
virtual experiences [Apperley and Jayemane 2017]. Such a perspective recognizes the
connections between games and broader issues, such as International Relations, as well
as highlighting the impact of games on our bodies, perceptions and cognitions,
suggesting the need for research and testing to understand the role of games in
mediating the mind-world relationship.

Traditional media is based on representing traits and events within
pre-established narratives. Industrial media productions are proficient at creating and
consuming narratives, but it is important to note the ability of video games to convey an
author's ideas and feelings and of simulations to express messages that narratives cannot
[Frasca 2003; Consalvo 2006]. Change is a basic assumption, and game designers must
keep simulations as entertainment and think about how to subvert reality. Therefore, it
is important not just to follow what is stipulated by the game or simulation, but to
understand what they emphasize, value and omit in their narrative and why. Games and
simulations are no longer just learning tools but are competing for space in the
representation of reality, a field in which International Relations and Strategic Studies
still have a lot to learn.

3. Games as a Tool: the tradition of using games and simulations in IR and
SS

IR and SS, as fields of study and practice, have a deep and multifaceted
relationship with games, particularly those with instructional content. The historical
interaction between these domains has been remarkable. By shaping strategies,
influencing decision-making, and simultaneously providing learning and insights into
global scenarios through board games, simulations, and wargames, these tools were
used for training and strategic analysis by political, military, and diplomatic leaders.
Such tools allowed for the exploration of hypothetical scenarios and the understanding
of the complex dynamics of relations between nations.
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Within this tradition of using games and simulations, the board game Kriegspiel
emerged as one of the most sophisticated forms of military and political simulation.
While games like Go and Chess were more about developing strategic intuition than
representing the reality of combat, Kriegspiel was a notable forerunner in seeking a
more realistic representation of war. It incorporated elements of strategy, diplomacy, and
decision-making, making it a powerful analytical tool, offering the ability to model
complex interactions between state and non-state actors, as well as predict outcomes
based on different decisions, which allowed for a deeper understanding of global
dynamics [Bousquet 2015].

Another significant innovation in the approach to wargames emerged in
post-unification Germany: optimization for strategic, operational, and tactical levels
[Caffrey 2019, 26]. The German combat experience during unification and conflicts with
France influenced these games, not only honing military skills but also establishing a
solid foundation for understanding the complex dynamics of International Relations.
The digitalization of warfare after World War II also profoundly transformed the
development and execution of military strategies. Strategists began to interact with
representations of war on computers, transcending mere illusion, shaping reality through
practical interactions between simulations and the real world, and becoming an essential
tool in the production of effective strategies and operations [Der Derian 1990, 2003,
2008, 2013]. The growing influence of computers on simulations brought about
significant changes, with simulation environments increasingly reflecting real-world war
operations and blurring the line between simulation and real experience [Caffrey 2019].

The modeling of war strategies expanded significantly with operations research
and systems analysis, intensively applied during World War II, playing a crucial role in
the development of simulations [Castellano and Werle 2021, p. 69]. In parallel, game
theory emerged to model interactions between rational actors and develop cooperation
and conflict strategies [Der Derian 1990]. The transition of the focus of simulations
from combat to strategic and political issues reflects a growing understanding that
international decisions often transcend the battlefield, incorporating broader political,
economic, and strategic considerations. This highlights how the application of
simulations in the armed forces has significant implications not only for military
preparation, but also for the diplomatic and security strategies adopted by states in
international relations.

Furthermore, Game Theory plays a crucial role in the analysis of international
relations and decision-making in complex and interdependent scenarios. Its application
offers a powerful conceptual framework to understand how actors (individuals, States
and/or organizations) make strategic decisions in situations that lead to competition or
cooperation [Mello 1997]. However, the theoretical framework still needs development
in the field of IR and SS, given that its assumptions about the complexity of the real
world and its problematization still lack the development already achieved in other areas
of knowledge. For now, the theory serves more as a protocol for laboratories simulating
simple environments, capable of representing theoretical abstractions that are still very
generic.

Game Theory also aids decision-making in conflict, negotiation, and cooperation
scenarios. It allows decision-makers to consider various options, evaluate the
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consequences of their choices, and potential responses from other actors [Mello 1997].
Game analysis helps predict how individual and collective interests, influence decisions
and identify strategies for desirable outcomes. In limited complexity scenarios, Game
Theory offers valuable insights for issues like international security, alliances, conflict
resolution, and diplomatic negotiations, where anticipating other actors' behavior and
seeking mutually beneficial solutions is crucial. However, “There's an irony in academia
being the birthplace of games and yet ostracizing the genre...” [Pearce 2004]. Despite
integration into economics in the 1980s, Game Theory hasn't seen equivalent adoption
in International Relations:

Nevertheless, while game theory became a major staple in economic
analyses, there has been no parallel move in the field of international
relations. To illustrate, no student who ignores Nash equilibrium can pass a
microeconomics course yet no such condition exists for an IR student, say in
a course on IR theory. [GUNER 2012, p. 2]

This gap in knowledge and training in IR has significant implications, as the diversity of
theoretical approaches within the field is not yet matched by the sophistication of Game
Theory for more diverse and complex contexts. Furthermore, reluctance to embrace
Game Theory can be a barrier to innovation in IR. In an increasingly complex and
interconnected world, the ability to model and simulate interactions between States and
international actors is crucial to anticipate scenarios and inform political decisions.
Therefore, a lack of training in simulations and modeling can result in limited analysis
and inaccurate predictions, hindering the effectiveness of adopted policies.

From another perspective, simulation offers an approximate practical experience
of crucial events and mechanics for professionals in the field in their contexts of
centrality, relevance and rarity of events that move between the seriousness of political
demands and the taste for playfulness [Robinson 2015]. Through simulations, they can
experience complex and challenging situations that mirror international reality, allowing
them to develop strategies, make decisions and understand the political and strategic
implications involved. This is because simulations bring abstract content to life through
students' own decisions and processes and allow them to experience International
Relations theories through simulations [Asal 2005; Robinson 2015].

An example of this are the MUNs (Model United Nations) or Simulation Models
of International Organizations, which, although implemented mainly in analogical
models, allow students to delve deeper into the foreign policy of a State and place
themselves in a position for formal diplomatic negotiation before their peers [Hazleton
and Mahurin 1986]. In MUNSs, debate is strongly encouraged so that the student not
only immerses themselves in the context of a State, but also understands international
negotiations based on a modal structure, a key characteristic of a simulation.

Therefore, MUNs fulfill their role as a learning laboratory, which allows the
development of political expression and factual knowledge about the area of
International Relations. At the same time, it prepares students for possible real scenarios
of discussion and crisis, after all, they involve themselves directly with diplomatic
situations as representatives.

When considering the use of simulation, analog or digital, in International
Relations, it is important to explore the study area's considerations regarding playing.
International Relations (IR) theorists often invoke Game Theory to separate agents from
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structures [Hirst 2019, p. 3]. Applied to teaching IR, simulations help students visually
understand international interactions by combining theoretical knowledge and historical
context [Asal and Kratoville 2013]. Furthermore, conventions from social sciences
(rules) are attributed to an abstract structure of world politics (game), making play vital
for expanding political imagination. One challenge in political science teaching is the
experience gap between undergraduates and government officials, which games placing
students as decision makers can address [Shirkey 2017].

Similar to game theory, there is a need to improve understanding of
non-classical theories and their application in IR, considering different approaches for a
more holistic understanding of diplomacy and the international system. The study by
Engel, Pallas, and Lambert (2017) examined how IR students applied theories such as
realism, liberalism, social constructivism, and critical theories through MUN
simulations. Despite a strong emphasis on realism and liberalism, few students
discussed social constructivism or critical theories, indicating these perspectives were
less explored. Thus, focusing predominantly on traditional approaches like realism and
liberalism can limit understanding and critique of the global system and traditional
international institutions.

4. Games as Living Representations: New Horizons in the Use of Games and
Simulations in IR and SS

With the development of Game Studies, the understanding of what games and
simulations can teach about the real world has expanded dramatically. Although serious
games and controlled simulations have evident instructional value, the social sciences
have come to realize that, due to the globalization and complexification of games, they
can be seen as mass representations of the world around us. Video games are structured
from semiotics but differ in the construction of elements such as characters,
environments, and events [Frasca 2003]. Thus, it is important to distinguish between the
visual/interactive representations in digital games and real simulation. The
interdisciplinary nature of games, their focus on practical applications, and the lack of a
cohesive structure hinder their recognition in conventional scientific disciplines, despite
being a familiar concept [Frasca 2003; Wiggins 2016].

In the context of International Relations (IR) Studies, commercial games have
been the subject of growing research, investigating everything from policies represented
in games to demonstrations of armed conflicts [Hirst 2019]. Two main aspects are
evident in commercial games: militarism and its influence on popular culture, and the
potential of these games to affirm or emancipate certain identities or social groups
[Hirst 2019; Berents and Keogh 2018; Robinson 2015; Shaw 2012].

IR and Strategic Studies (SS), as interdisciplinary fields, can leverage the
development of related disciplines. In History, for example, the relationship between
history and games is established through references to historical reality, portraying real
events, characters, or scenarios [Schwarz 2014]. These elements contribute to the sense
of authenticity and historical accuracy, aiding in the interpretation and construction of
narratives [Valenca and Balthazar Tostes 2019]. Hassemer (2014) discusses the rules of
historical representations in digital games, where game design becomes the history itself
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[Hassemer 2014; Schwarz 2014]. Nohr (2014) expands on this argument, citing the
game Age of Empires (1997) as an example, highlighting its immersion in the culture of
the portrayed period and the requirement for strategic decision-making based on
historically relevant circumstances [Nohr 2014].

A challenge in the field of International Relations is overcoming the association
of game research methods with studies of drama and narrative from traditional arts
[Gongalves and Lima 2020]. Although digital games follow a narrative model, this
approach limits the understanding of the medium and the ability to create games more
suitable for educational purposes [Frasca 2003; Valenga and Balthazar Tostes 2019].
Asal (2005) observes a relative growth in the use of simulations for teaching in
International Relations; however, literature on this topic is still scarce, lacking attention
on how to integrate simulations into the teaching of the discipline.

Robinson (2015) argues that, due to the highly visual and auditory nature of
games, it makes sense to focus on what is seen and experienced, although he
acknowledges that this may be more challenging to describe in words than the narrative
of a game. The value of games for International Relations theorists lies in the ability to
tell stories from experiences within games and simulations.

Regarding commercial games with educational potential, they combine
entertainment and learning, spanning various genres such as fiction and real history.
Fictional games stand out for problem-solving, critical thinking, and creativity, while
historically accurate games focus on providing precise representations of past events,
allowing users to explore different periods and historical perspectives [Nohr 2014;
Schwarz 2014]. These games also present complex scientific concepts, logical
challenges, and ethical dilemmas for players to solve, contributing to the development
of cognitive skills.

Regarding the act of playing, Hirst (2019) argues that it is an essential way in
which people choose to spend their time when they are not working, yet playing is still
present in other more serious realms, including adult and child education. In
International Relations, the act of playing is explored through productions that stem
from an analysis of identity/subject, which are part of feminist, post-structuralist,
post-colonial, queer, and other interventions within the discipline. As the author
elaborates,

Play is aligned with, and provides a useful vocabulary for, theoretical
traditions in IR that seek to explore modes of becoming that problematise and
resist concrete Being. This is because the play invites an exploration of the
disrupted and processual character of subjectivity. [Hirst 2019, 7]

Schell (2015), in “The Art of Game Design: a Book of Lenses”, suggests fundamental
parameters for good games: mechanics, story, aesthetics, and technology. Mechanics
encompass procedures, rules, and objectives of the game, such as space, time, objects,
attributes, actions, rules, skills, and chance. This approach gains scientific prominence
by allowing the analysis of rhetoric in digital gaming environments, where player
behavior and interactions carry more weight than words or written images, as
highlighted by Hergenrader (2016):

Even though an examination of rules and processes should be part of any
rhetorical analysis of games, this does not mean we must discount other types
of critical examinations; quite the contrary, games can and should be
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critiqued both at the level of language as well as for their representations of
people, places and things. Scholars are equipped to bring forward all manner
of theoretical frameworks from various disciplines: film studies,

communication studies, rhetoric, literary theory, art history, feminist theory,

economics, critical theory, visual studies, philosophy, psychology and more.

[Hergenrader 2016, 31]

For International Relations, it is crucial to consider not only the mechanics of
games, but also the meta-stories and narratives imposed upon them. It is imperative to
explore how Game Studies can transform the medium through narrative and simulation.
In digital games, the role of narrative differs from other forms of media, operating in a
comparative and opposite manner at the same time [Pearce 2004]. In digital games,
everything revolves around the act of playing and the player's experience, allowing
researchers to focus their attention on the act of playing rather than on a narrative
context [Pearce 2004, p. 144].

The elements present in digital games create a dismantled narrative structure, a
lively and ever-evolving representation. In this context, Pearce (2004) identifies six
different narrative operators that can exist within a game.

Experiential: The emergent narrative that develops out of the inherent
conflict of the game as it is played, as experienced by the players themselves.
Performative: The emergent narrative as seen by spectators watching and/or
interpreting the game underway. Augmentary: Layers of information,
interpretation, backstory, and contextual frameworks around the game that
enhance ot}er narrative operators. Descriptive: The retelling or description
of game events to third parties, and the culture that emerged out of that.
Metastory. A specific narrative overlay that creates a context or framework
for the game conflict. Story System: A rule-based story system or kit of
generic narrative parts that allows the player to create their own narrative
content; story systems can exist independent of or in conjunction with a
metastory. [Pearce 2004, 145]

The play-centric argumentative method, as described by the author, incorporates
layers of information, interpretation, background history, and contextual frameworks
around the game, expanding the narrative operators that can be accessed and analyzed
through in-depth research [Pearce 2004; Fullerton 2006]. Despite consistent
recommendations, analyzes of games and simulations from this perspective are still
scarce in International Relations (IR) and Strategic Studies (SS).

A highlight is Nick Robinson's (2012, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2021) work on
representative narratives in games. Robinson argues that the digital gaming sector can
be considered part of the military-entertainment-industrial complex, tracing a line from
the development of game-based simulations after the Gulf War, discussed by James Der
Derian (1990), to the simulation fever observed in the US military after the Iraq War,
especially in flight simulators seeking realistic experiences. Robinson also highlights
political concerns, cultural impact, and budgetary implications of war simulations,
raising questions about their potential consequences and impact on reality perception.

Robinson's concept of the military-entertainment-industrial complex refers to the
close relationship between game developers, active-duty military personnel, and
military equipment manufacturers. The resulting games celebrate the soldier's
perspective [Robinson 2012; 2021], emphasizing themes such as camaraderie, sacrifice,
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and authenticity in combat scenarios, with narrative scenes showing rescue missions or
soldiers killed in action [Robinson 2012; 2021].

Thus, it is essential to understand the emphases, values, and omissions in these
narratives, questioning the reasons behind specific world representations. Games and
simulations transcend their instructional role, competing for space in the forms of reality
representation.

5. Final Considerations

This article provided an introductory approach to how International Relations
and Strategic Studies are associated with the contemporary phenomenon of real-world
gamification, especially in teaching-learning processes. We also sought to discuss the
potential for IR and SS to follow Game Studies and engage more systematically in the
analysis of the complementary phenomenon of the globalization of digital games and
simulations. In it, complex representations of international, historical, and contemporary
dynamics invade digital metaverses and promote complex narratives, absorbed and
experienced by the interactive audience. This process ends up constructing and
prioritizing specific views on cooperation, conflict, society, race, gender, economy,
politics, diplomacy, and war.

For such an effort to be undertaken, advances can be made on both fronts
analyzed. In the spectrum of gamification (games and simulations as teaching-learning
tools), the historical development of instructional games and controlled simulations for
training future diplomats and military personnel has not fully kept pace with the
complexification of game theory and related fields to understand much more diverse
and variable systems in terms of structures, agents, and processes. These limitations
affect how the field is able to evaluate alternative theories and simulate scenarios
marked by uncertainty and variability regarding Western history.

In the spectrum of globalization (games and simulations as living
representations of the world), it is important to broaden the understanding in the areas of
IR and SS that video games and digital simulations have an increasing capacity to
disseminate and stimulate the co-constitution of complex narratives that represent how
the world was, is, and should be. Such representations are often more accessible to the
population than the actual dynamics of international relations, and therefore impact the
social understanding of how such relations operate.

Such advances involve, at their core, the recognition of games and simulations
as open and complex systems capable of exploring diverse and plural interpretations of
how global dynamics permeate our reality.
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