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In the global culture of education, game-based learning needs to 
be an integrated part of formal education, and not just an ‘exotic 
spice’ for many educators, as it is today.
 
The critical role of the educator as a facilitator, gatekeeper 
and enabler of serious games is often downplayed. Therefore a 
comparison across regions is needed so that we do not limit the 
potential of transferring best practice, research results and the 
development of games across borders.
 
This book deals with three key questions: How are serious 
games understood and designed? How do they establish 
themselves in learning and education locally? And, how can 
games as a learning culture be explored in a global perspective?
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Preface

Introduction

This book attempts to address the current need for more theoretically and 
empirically founded knowledge about game-based learning in a global con-
text.
 Gaming is growing significantly in importance. It used to be mostly 
about entertainment; now it is about almost everything else.. Serious games 
have benefited from this omnipresence, but they have also helped drive the 
transition by showing that games can be so much more than the mindless 
computer games played by teenage boys. Over the last twenty years the value 
of the games industry has increased from 15 billion to 75 billion EU, and 
each week the population spend around three billion hours playing (Mc-
Gonigal 2011). People play in a variety of different ways: on their phones, on 
their televisions, on Facebook, or elsewhere on the internet. The number of 
platforms, channels, and genres offered to all sorts of audiences is immense, 
and the games industry seems to have cracked the code for making gaming 
a mainstream activity.
 Just ten years ago, games were perceived in a very different way. Ask 
somebody to think of a game, and ten years ago they would probably have 
said Counter Strike; today there is a much broader variety of games to 
choose from, though many people would probably say Angry Birds, which 
is a much more mainstream game experience. Throughout this expansion, 
serious games have played a large role and it seems unavoidable that they 
will continue to have a larger and larger impact on the game market. This 
is especially true with regard to the barriers preventing greater penetration 
in areas such as education and healthcare, and in the corporations. As these 
slowly succumb the market will grow even more rapidly. Market research 
companies support this; IDATE, for example, predicts a growth from 1.5 
billion in 2010 to 10.2 billion EU in 2015 (IDATE 2010).
 Even though the dramatic increase in the market has only happened 
recently, the idea of using game-based learning is hardly new. Throughout 
the last forty years at least it is possible to trace a continuous interest in the 
area, though its strength varies (Abt 1970, Loftus & Loftus 1983, Egenfeldt-
Nielsen 2007). Looking over the landscape today, things look promising 
with many active research projects, conferences, and initiatives, as well as 
media coverage. However, one key challenge remains: the lack of game-based 
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learning as an integrated part of formal education. Game-based learning 
continues to be an exotic spice for many educators.
 It would hardly be the first time that a tech nology he failed to deliver on 
its promises, turning out to nothing more than a fad (Cuban 2001). However, 
the continuous interest in game-based learning (Ito 2008, Egenfeldt-Nielsen 
2007) and mounting evidence for its efficiency (Sitzmann & Elly 2010) sug-
gest that there is a real potential. Many research overviews within the broad 
area of learning from video games have appeared in the past twenty years (i.e. 
Cavallari et al. 1992, Dempsey et al. 1996, McGrenere 1996). These serve as 
a viable starting point in combination with overviews that are more recent, 
inclusive, and thorough (i.e. de Freitas 2007, Kirriemuir & McFarlane 2003, 
Mitchell & Savill-Smith 2004, Squire 2002). In addition to the literature 
on learning from video games, there are a number of useful overviews of 
learning from simulations (Bredemeier & Greenblat 1981, Clegg 1991, Dorn 
1989, Leemkuil et al. 2000, Randel et al. 1992, Van Sickle 1986, Wentworth 
& Lewis 1973). Most of these studies identify weaknesses in the use of the 
tech nology, but generally have positive conclusions to make about game-
based learning, when games are used in effective ways.
 When we look back over this previous research, it becomes clear that 
two areas have largely been overlooked. First of all, the critical role of the 
educator as a facilitator, gatekeeper, and enabler of serious games is often 
downplayed. Secondly, the comparisons across regions are limited, which 
limits the potential to transfer best practice, research results, and developed 
games across borders. This hinders the availability, adaptation, and quality 
of serious games, ultimately holding back the maturation of the market.
 In this book we draw on research from a project on Serious Games on 
a Global Market Place, which was carried out during a four-year period 
from 2007-2011. The Serious Games project has been innovative in the field 
of game-based learning in a number of ways. Firstly, the project looked at 
educational gaming from a global perspective, comparing classroom prac-
tices, educational policy, and curricula in countries across Europe and Asia. 
Though it had a primarily Nordic perspective on game-based learning, and 
drew on Nordic traditions for play and learning, the aim of the project has 
been to understand how serious games are perceived and used in education 
worldwide and how they can be developed for a global educational market. 
This has, for instance, entailed following specific games into classrooms 
and homes with the purpose of studying national variations in educational 
traditions, curricula, and assessments, as well as marketing and distribution.
 Secondly, with regard to the concept of the market, the project has ad-



Preface 9

This page is protected by copyright and may not be redistributed.

◀ indhold

dressed the issue of how serious games can be developed in collabora-
tion between researchers, industrial game developers, and users. This has 
involved issues of educational design and marketing, and challenges in 
research industry collaboration brought about by new connections between 
public and private actors and between nation states and global actors in 
education. Throughout the project, research has relied on the products and 
experiences of companies and game developers to develop knowledge about 
the challenges, design, and assessment of serious games. Two serious game 
concepts were studied: Mingoville, a game-based platform for teaching and 
learning English targeted at young learners (age 9-12) (www.mingoville.
com), and Global Conflicts, a serious game aimed at teaching and learning 
history, geography, and citizenship education in secondary schools (www.
globalconflicts.eu). Both of these educational games have been understood 
as open game designs to be developed and studied in and through practice 
in collaboration with the companies.

A note on terminology
Over the years the idea of using games for learning has been termed differ-
ently. The most frequent terms are ‘game-based learning’, ‘serious games’, and 
‘edutainment’. Although there are no tight definitions of any of these terms, 
they each reflect different aspects of the concept’. ‘Edutainment’ and ‘serious 
games’ are the oldest terms, whereas game-based learning’ is increasingly 
being used to refer to the use of games in schools. ‘Serious games’ was first 
coined by Clark Abt in his book Serious Games from 1970.

Reduced to its formal essence, a game is an activity among two or more independent 
decision-makers seeking to achieve their objectives in some limiting context. A more 
conventional definition would say that a game is a context with rules among adver-
saries trying to win objectives. We are concerned with serious games in the sense 
that these games have an explicit and carefully thought-out educational purpose 
and are not intended to be played primarily for amusement. C. Abt (1970, p. 6).

Abt focused exclusively on non-electronic games but the term caught on 
in 2002 when Woodrow Wilson started the Serious Games initiative, led 
initially by Ben Sawyer. Serious games had relevance in all areas including 
health, military, school, museums, etc. This was in contrast to ‘edutainment’, 
which was labelled in the 1980s, and which referred primarily to children’s 
products that combined learning and games. Edutainment had a product 
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