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Abstract

Past research has explored meaningfulness in
video game narratives, as well as meaningful play.
However, more empirical studies are needed to
understand the mechanisms of meaningful play. This
paper first investigates how the design of game
dialogues may enable meaningfulness in video games
(eudaimonic gaming experience) and how it relates to
game enjoyment (hedonic gaming experience).
Second, it also examines how meaningful play
influences prosocial attitudes toward culturally
different outgroups. A pre-posttest experiment of a
management game was conducted with 174 adult
participants. Participants were randomly assigned to
either a game with moral scenarios or one without.
Results showed that participants who played the game
with moral decision-making perceived a higher level
of meaningfulness and game enjoyment. No significant
relationship  was  found  between  perceived
meaningfulness and intergroup perceptions.

1. Introduction

Video games are increasingly being used for
serious purposes beyond entertainment. From
technical simulations to exergames to persuasion,
these deviations from traditional entertainment video
games have become popularized as forms of
meaningful play. Meaningful play holds varying
definitions across these different use cases and have
been implemented using differing features of video
games. In some cases, meaningful play in video games
can be defined as an emergent experience from player-
system interaction that results in outcomes that are
both discernible and relevant to the context of a game
[1]. Other existing evidence suggests that game
experiences can transcend game boundaries in the
form of transformative experiences beyond the context
of the game [2]. Evidence of such transformative
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experiences, for example, has been observed in
various implementations of persuasive games in the
form of attitude and behavior change following
gameplay [3, 4, 5]. A study conducted by Iten et al. [4]
on whether prosocial decisions in video games could
also lead to increased prosocial behavior in real life
found that choosing to help a character in a video game
affected their subsequent decision to help in real-life
by donating to a charity. A series of studies conducted
by Gentile et al. [5] also produced evidence that
prosocial gameplay was positively related to prosocial
behaviors and traits such as helping, cooperation and
sharing, empathy, and emotional awareness. The
authors additionally note that while there are various
dimensions in which video games can have effects
(e.g., context, structure, mechanics), most existing
studies emphasize on game content as its framing and
exposure to players can affect and reinforce positive
appraisals of such stimuli through cognitive
processing of the content [5].

Despite knowing that game content can facilitate
subsequent  positive attitudes and behaviors,
challenges remain in relation to considerations in
designing a video game that aims to achieve these
outcomes. The first of which is the question of how
such meaningful content can be designed and
integrated effectively in a video game. Second, studies
that explore transformation experiences in video
gameplay are based on theoretically driven processes
but lack an elaboration of how underlying gameplay
mechanisms may drive or enhance these processes.
Theoretically, meaningful gameplay is often
associated with eudaimonic gaming experience. Fun
gameplay is linked to hedonic gaming experience.
However, it is unclear as to how these two coexist in
gaming experience empirically. Hence, this study aims
to explore the following research questions through
the development of a custom-made prosocial game:

RQ1: How can a prosocial game be designed to
be both meaningful and enjoyable?
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RQ2: How does perceived meaningfulness of a
prosocial game influence intergroup perceptions?

By investigating how the design of game
dialogues may facilitate eudaimonia and hedonia in a
video game, this study hopes to shed some light on
designing meaningful play through the use of
empirical findings. Additionally, this study also seeks
to explore how the design of meaningful play in a
contextually relevant game may also influence
prosocial outcomes toward culturally different
outgroups.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Meaningfulness

In dictionary definitions of meaningfulness, the
term is described as having the quality of being useful,
serious, or important [6], and synonymous with
significance [7]. Some common examples of its
application include positive psychology and
organizational behavior. In positive psychology, it is
described as the multifaceted fulfilment of four basic
needs of purpose, values, self-efficacy, and self-worth
[8] or alternatively competence, autonomy,
relatedness, and beneficence [9]. In the context of
organizational behavior, meaningfulness refers to
positive associations toward an activity (commonly
relating to the workplace) that is seen to be important
or fulfilling [10, 11]. On a preliminary level, despite
the different contexts where meaningfulness is
situated, they bear similarities in terms of polarity and
individual perception, where meaningfulness is a
positive experience of something perceived to be
beneficial to an individual in some way. More
recently, the concept of meaningfulness has also been
extended to describe video game experiences in
various ways. Laato et al. [2] suggests that
identification with video game characters and story
supports meaning making within the virtual world; this
form of meaningfulness is connected to nostalgia
when players relate their game experiences to past
experiences and  knowledge. Another  way
meaningfulness can occur in video games is through
the perception that playing the video game provides
them with tangible benefits (e.g., exercise benefits
from playing Pokémon GO) [12]. Meaningfulness in
video games can also be attributed to goal fulfilment
and need satisfaction experienced by players as a
result of accomplishments that are achieved when
playing a video game [13].

Meaningfulness, more generally, relates to a form
of happiness known as eudaimonia, and while positive
affect is often found to be correlated with
meaningfulness, they are distinct concepts with

positive affect relating more closely to feelings of
happiness known as hedonia; more importantly,
meaningfulness can still be experienced in situations
where positive affect is absent [14]. In distinguishing
hedonia from eudaimonia, scholars have proposed that
hedonic happiness refers to pleasurable feelings and
emotions, while eudaimonic happiness refers to
feelings of self-realization and personal development
[15]. Entertainment media such as movies and video
games are suggested to be sources of both hedonic and
eudaimonic  gratification [15]. Eudaimonic
gratification refers to an audience response that is
elicited by the portrayal of thought-provoking
entertainment media content (e.g., moral, altruistic),
and has also been found to be related to positive socio-
motivational effects, such as improvements in
prosocial attitudes and behaviors [16, 17, 18].

Video games are a form of entertainment media
that have been used in such ways to promote positive
attitudes and behaviors [19], However, the
mechanisms by which video gameplay and
meaningfulness are linked could benefit from further
elaboration. Designing a video game that is
meaningful to players could help to promote prosocial
outcomes through the process of introspection [20,
21]. Meaningfulness derived from engaging with
gameplay has often been anecdotally described by
gamers in relation to entertainment game titles, and the
ability to replicate such designed experiences may be
beneficial in achieving more serious gaming
outcomes. In order to interweave meaningfulness into
avideo game, we also need to explore how video game
mechanics can support meaningful play.

2.2. Meaningful Play

Within the context of a video game, two primary
sources of meaningful play that are frequently
discussed include gameplay and narrative. From the
gameplay perspective, Salen and Zimmerman [1]
propose that meaningful play emerges from in-game
interactions that have outcomes that are discernible
and integrated, driven by conscious choices players
make to play a game. Discernible in this sense means
that the outcomes of player action are clearly
communicated and visible to players (e.g., by
feedback), and integrated means that the outcome of
every player action can also be related to the game as
awhole [1]. It is important to note that these outcomes
in the context of gameplay are not the same as
consequences in the context of narrative where it is
suggested that consequential choices change the
trajectory and directly impact the story (e.g., [22, 23]).
Rather, it suggests that meaningfulness can be elicited
as a result of mere player-game interaction. From the
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need fulfilment standpoint, this may be the case
especially with gameplay choices or actions that allow
players to experience a sense of autonomy and
competence [24].

In role-playing games, for example, dialogue
choices can facilitate interactivity by allowing players
to progress through the game at a pace that they dictate
while also having a perceived role to play in
unraveling the storyline [25]. In these games, a pre-
designed narrative tends to be a central feature of the
game. However, scholars have also proposed an
alternative view that meaningfulness can still emerge
in games without a clearly prescribed narrative. For
example, in open-world or simulation games like
Minecraft or The Sims, players are allowed to exhibit
their own creativity in playing the game, thus allowing
them to derive meaning purely from their own in-game
actions and choices [26]. Further evidence for this has
been found in studies showing that the presence of
interactivity in video games can lead to higher levels
of perceived meaningfulness [19].

While decision-making and player action within
video games can create meaningful experiences for
players, findings from player interviews conducted by
Rogers et al. [27] suggest that beyond the mechanism
of simply making a choice or carrying out specific in-
game actions, meaningfulness may be further
enhanced by also considering the content of these
choices or actions and how they engage players
cognitively. One way that video games can do this is
by introducing moral dilemmas into choices that
players are asked to make over the course of the game.
Moral dilemmas can be understood as situations where
multiple moral values or duties have to be considered,
but only one can be upheld [28]. According to Green
and Jenkins [29], video games provide an avenue for
people to interact with the narratives and those
interactions might evoke a sense of responsibility
among players as they become liable for their in-game
actions. Graham and colleagues [30] suggest that the
moral reasoning process differs for each individual
and is influenced by factors such as prior moral
development, cultural differences, and intuition.
Hence, it is reasonable to suggest that interweaving
moral dilemmas into gameplay would trigger differing
cognitive and automatic responses in different players.
For example, players might be placed in a position
where they contemplate various in-game choices,
evaluate if they had made the correct decisions, and
consider alternatives to the game’s narratives [29].
The presence of moral dilemmas could also divert
players’ attention to values/principles in video games,
if those scenarios are well presented [31].

In the commercial game, Papers, Please, players
take on the role of a border inspector who has to check

the documents of people intending to cross the border.
Players are faced with the dilemma of earning
sufficient credits to support their family members,
while empathizing with the stories of people they meet
at the border. Boltz et al. [32] argue that the game puts
players in a position where they would doubt the
“procedural rhetoric” (p. 6), and this enables them to
engage with the perspective of the character they are
playing to question the “underlying ideologies and
philosophy” (p. 7) of the game settings. This suggests
that in designing for meaningful play, providing
players with morally weighted choices that require
more conscious thought processing and those that they
can relate to may facilitate meaning making more
effectively than choices that can be made in a more
flippant or arbitrary manner.

H1: Players will perceive greater meaningfulness
in a game with moral choices than in the same game
without moral choices.

Assuming that meaningfulness in a game fulfils
eudaimonic enjoyment for players [19], it is necessary
on the other hand to also consider how hedonic
enjoyment is experienced in a game, as fun is a central
component and consideration for video games [27].
Oliver and Bartsch [16] argue that fun is more often
found in non-meaningful games that tend to be
shallower in content and cognitive load requirements
in comparison to meaningful games and tend to be
entertaining in distracting rather than thought-
provoking ways. Kimpel and Unkel [33], in an
experiment comparing the effects of eudaimonic vs.
hedonic video game experiences, found that players
associated eudaimonic and hedonic video game
experiences with different types of need satisfaction,
and in relation to different features of the game. For
example, eudaimonic experiences were typically
associated with the story and perceived cognitive
challenge, while hedonic experiences were associated
with more favourable evaluations of a game’s controls
[34]. Supported by Tamborini etal.’s [35] study which
found hedonic and non-hedonic needs, while distinct,
contributed in a complementary manner to media
enjoyment of a video game, this suggests that a video
game fulfilling both eudaimonic and hedonic
entertainment experiences may lead to greater overall
enjoyment of a video game as they address different
player needs, and can co-exist in the same game.
Hence, a video game designed similarly with differing
manipulations for meaningfulness based on game
content may lead to differences in players’ overall
enjoyment as one version would potentially fulfil both
hedonic and eudaimonic needs, while the other would
only fulfil hedonic needs. Thus, it is predicted that:
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H2: Players who play a moral version of a game
would report higher game enjoyment than those who
play the neutral (non-moral) version.

2.3. Meaningful Play and Outgroup
Admiration

Improving players’ perceived meaningfulness of
games may also be beneficial for serious games that
aim to achieve positive outcomes following gameplay.
In other forms of entertainment media, it has been
observed that by providing opportunities for the
audience to contemplate about morally provoking
issues, it can elicit feelings of inspiration through the
thought-provoking content and encourage individuals
to think and act prosocially in real life [27]. An
experiment conducted by Steinemann et al. [36] found
that players’ perceived meaningfulness of video game
narrative content was a significant predictor of their
subsequent willingness to help in the form of donating
behavior. This suggests that meaningfulness may be
an important game design consideration for serious
games that aim to promote prosocial outcomes
following context-specific gameplay.

In the earlier section, it was discussed that morally
thought-provoking content could elicit a greater sense
of meaning for players in relation to video gameplay.
However, the links between perceived meaningfulness
and more specific prosocial outcomes warrant further
elaboration. A focus group study by Holl et al. [37]
exploring players’ engagement with moral content in
games could lend some preliminary insight into this
process. In the study, players explained how moral
decisions made them feel more involved with the
story, and how it made them reflect more about their
decisions in the interactive scenarios. This suggests
that situating moral decisions within certain context-
specific social interactions may enhance the way
individuals think about such issues and prompt
retrospection that influences future decision-making
[38, 39]. Disposition theory [40] suggests that when
characters are involved in entertainment media
narratives, individuals form affective dispositions
toward them through a moral judgment process by
assessing their actions within the narrative. While this
has been traditionally used to understand affective
disposition formation in passive media such as
television dramas, its mechanisms may be similarly
useful for understanding how players may perceive
characters in interactive media such as video games.

When presented with moral choices in a video
game, players are responsible for the decisions made
and hence it is plausible to assume that they would
form positive moral judgments and affective
dispositions toward the character(s) centrally involved

in the moral decision. Admiration is an example of an
affective state [41] that could be examined in relation
to subsequent prosocial outcomes. According to
Sweetman et al. [42], admiration can be defined as
one’s appraisal toward “legitimate status and/or
power.” Admiration toward another person or group of
people should be related to helping behavior or
cooperation with members of that group, based on the
stereotype content model (SCM) point-of-view [42].

The parasocial contact hypothesis suggests that
individuals may perceive mediated interaction in a
similar way to interpersonal interaction, extending the
benefits of intergroup contact and facilitating positive
social responses to outgroup members involved in the
parasocial interaction [43]. In a video game
experiment that examined the effects of parasocial
contact with outgroup non-player characters, the
results suggested that such parasocial contact had the
ability to reduce explicit biases and improve outgroup
attitudes [44] and drew attention to the possibility of
incorporating outgroup members in video game
character design to foster positive attitudes.

Exploring how one’s admiration toward an
outgroup represented by a non-player character
changes following engagement with moral content
provides a preliminary direction for understanding
how meaningful play, in this case driven by moral
decision-making, may facilitate positive attitude
change toward outgroup members. Hence, we propose
that:

H3: Players who play the game with moral
choices will have greater admiration change toward
cultural outgroups, as compared to those who play the
game without moral choices.

H4: Players who perceive the game to be more
meaningful will have greater admiration toward
cultural outgroups.

3. Method

3.1. Game User Study Design

A narrative game was designed for this study. The
game was designed to be a management game in
which players had to run a food establishment as their
business and manage resources, including goods,
manpower, and services. The hedonic elements of the
game were broadly designed around Schell’s proposed
“Lens of Fun” for video game design [45], capitalizing
on player motivation by providing gameplay goals and
challenges (e.g., achievements, resource balancing),
and using the element of surprise to keep players
engaged through quick-time events in the form of mini
games and decision-making dialogues. Context-
specific moral dilemmas were then included in the
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decision-making dialogues for the experimental
condition to facilitate eudaimonic enjoyment. The
ultimate goal of the game was to maintain profits so
that players would be able to sell the food court for a
high price to another owner eventually. The
employees in the game comprised predominantly
immigrant workers of lower socioeconomic status or
from older age groups who were different from
participants in this study. Participants in the study
were either citizens or new citizens and came from a
higher education background and were of a younger
age. Aside from managing supplies, manpower, sales,
and staff appraisal, players had to make decisions
involving customer-employee relationships and
employees’ welfare-related issues in the game.

Akarsh e
My back is injured, but we could earn more money
Just From this one customer. Should | rush the
order?

DON'T RUSH
RUSH ORDER

Figure 1. Example of a moral scenario in the
game which asked players to decide between
rushing or not rushing a worker who is
experiencing a back injury

Krisha
It seems like our Food court is really cromded
today. | wonder why?

Figure 2. Example of neutral scenario in the
game which asked players about their
thoughts regarding the food establishment’s
crowd level

There were two game versions that differed in
terms of the decision-making scenarios. Players were
randomly assigned to either play the moral or neutral
game version. The moral version contained scenarios
that required players to decide between helping their

workers or supporting the customers, which could
either have an impact on the employee’s welfare (refer
to Figure 1 for example scenario) or the earnings of the
food establishment. The neutral version presented
scenarios that did not influence the workers’
wellbeing, regardless of players’ choices (refer to
Figure 2 for example scenario). In the moral version,
players’ decisions would not cause them to ultimately
lose the game. The choices would lead to either a
decrease in the food establishment’s credits or
popularity (increase in customers), followed by the
increase of the other metric, which would still benefit
the establishment’s development. In the neutral
version, players’ decisions did not influence the
credits and popularity of the food establishment.

A pre-posttest study design was used to examine
how players perceived the meaningfulness of the game
and how the game influenced players’ feelings of
admiration toward cultural outgroups. Participants
first completed a pre-game questionnaire which
measured their admiration toward cultural outgroups
and their demographic information, such as age,
gender, and nationality. After three to five days, a link
containing the video game was sent to participants
through email. Participants played the game and filled
out a post-game survey via Qualtrics. Gameplay lasted
for approximately 20 to 25 minutes. The post-game
questionnaire measured their perceived
meaningfulness of the game play, perceptions toward
the overall game experience, and admiration toward
cultural outgroups.

3.2. Participants

A total of 174 participants were recruited through
research recruitment channels on the messaging
platform Telegram, as well as a university in
Singapore. Participants were compensated with either
S$10 gift vouchers or course credits, upon completion
of the study. The participants’ mean age was 22.86
(SD = 2.80), with 110 females (63.2%), 63 males
(36.2%) and 1 other (0.6%). 169 of them were
Singapore citizens (97.1%) and 5 were permanent
residents (2.9%). Among the participants, 47 of them
reported a total household income of S$9,000 and
above (27.0%), 63 between S$3,000 to S$8,999
(36.2%), 27 below S$3,000 (15.5%), and 37 who did
not know/refused to answer (21.3%). In terms of
highest education attained, 69 of them completed A-
level (39.7%), 50 had a bachelor’s degree (28.7%), 53
of them had a diploma (30.5%), and 2 others (1.1%).

A total of 90 participants were randomly assigned
to play the moral game (51.7%), while 84 played the
neutral game version (48.3%).
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3.3. Measures

Prosocial attitude toward cultural outgroups was
measured by using a single item, which asked
participants how much admiration they felt toward
someone of a different nationality, measured on a
seven-point Likert scale (1: Not At All; 7: Extremely).
The adjective was also used in Sweetman et al. [41]
and Pettigrew and Meerten’s [46] study.

Meaningfulness was measured using Oliver and
Bartsch’s [47] adapted Appreciation Scale. The
measure contained three items, rated on a seven-point
Likert scale (1: Strongly Disagree; 7: Strongly Agree).
Sample statements included “I found the story of this
game to be very meaningful.” A high reliability score
was obtained (o = .93).

Gameplay enjoyment was measured using a
single item where participants were asked to rate their
feelings toward the overall gameplay, rated on a scale
from 0 to 100 (0: Negative; 100: Positive).

4. Results

Descriptive statistics of the main variables were
generated, prior to further analyses (Table 1).

Table 1. Descriptive statistics
Variable M (SD) Min Max

Pre-Admiration | 4.14 (1.19) | 1.00 7.00

Post-Admiration | 4.15(1.57) | 1.00 7.00

Admiration

Change 0.01(1.44) | -4.00 | 5.00
(Post - Pre)

Game Play 58.95 0.00 | 100.00
Experience (20.42)

Meaningfulness | 4.02 (1.49) | 1.00 7.00

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to
examine the relationship between players’ perceived
meaningfulness and their admiration change toward
immigrants (RQ2). Players’ demographic variables,
such as age and gender were entered into the first block
as control variables, followed by the meaningfulness
and gameplay experience scores in the second block.

The regression model that predicted players’
admiration change was not statistically significant
(Table 2), R? = 0.01, adjusted R? = -0.01, F(4, 168) =
0.59, p = .67. Meaningfulness (5 = 0.02, 95% CI [-

0.15, 0.19], p = .81) and perceived gameplay
experience (f = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.02], p = .47)
did not show significant weights on admiration
change.

Table 2. Multiple regression model to predict
players’ admiration change toward cultural

outgroups
Variable B SEB p p
Constant -0.30 1.24 n.s.
Age -0.02 | 0.04 | -0.03 n.s.
Gender 0.19 0.25 0.06 n.s.

Meaningfulness | 0.02 0.09 | 0.02 n.s.

Gameplay 0.01 0.01 | 0.07 n.s.
Experience

*p < .05 **: p < .01, ***: p < .001, ns.: not
significant

An independent-samples t-test was performed to
examine if players in the moral condition experienced
higher levels of meaningfulness toward the game,
compared to those in the neutral condition (H1). The
test indicated that the average meaningfulness rating
in the moral condition (M = 4.60, SD = 1.25) was
significantly higher than the average meaningfulness
rating in the neutral condition (M = 3.40, SD = 1.48),
t(172) = 5.77, p < .001. The 95% confidence interval
for the mean difference between the two conditions
ranged from 0.79 to 1.60. Therefore, H1 is supported.

In response to H2, an independent-samples t-test
was conducted to understand if players in the moral
condition experienced higher levels of game
enjoyment than those in the neutral condition. The
analysis showed that the mean gameplay rating in the
moral condition (M = 63.49, SD = 17.54) was
significantly higher than the mean game play rating in
the neutral condition (M = 54.08, SD = 22.20), t(172)
= 3.11, p = .00. The 95% confidence interval for the
mean difference between the two conditions ranged
from 3.44 to 15.37. Hence, H2 is also supported.

Similarly, an independent-samples t-test was
conducted to find out if players in the moral condition
reported higher levels of admiration change than those
in the neutral condition (H3). The analysis showed that
the mean admiration change score in the moral
condition (M = 0.00, SD = 1.32) was not significantly
higher than the mean admiration change score in the
neutral condition (M = 0.02, SD = 1.57), t(172) = -
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0.11, p = .91. The 95% confidence interval for the
mean difference between the two conditions ranged
from -0.46 to 0.41. The findings failed to support H3.
A multiple regression analysis was conducted
among players in the moral condition to examine the
association between meaningfulness and players’
admiration change (H4). Demographic variables were
entered in the first block, followed by meaningfulness
and gameplay experience ratings in the next block.

Table 3. Multiple regression model to predict
players’ admiration change toward cultural
outgroups in the moral condition

Variable B SEB p p
Constant -0.11 1.63 n.s.
Age -0.03 | 0.05 | -0.07 n.s.
Gender 0.02 0.32 0.01 n.s.

Meaningfulness | 0.09 | 0.13 | 0.09 n.s.

Gameplay 0.01 | 001 | 0.07 n.s.
Experience

*p < .05 **: p < .01, **: p < .001, ns.: not
significant

The regression model that predicted players’
admiration change in the moral condition was not
statistically significant (Table 3), R? = 0.03, adjusted
R?=-0.02, F(4, 85) = 0.53, p = .71. Meaningfulness (8
= 0.09, 95% CI [-0.16, 0.34], p = .47) and gameplay
experience (# = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.02], p = .55)
did not show any significant weights on admiration
change. The findings failed to support H4.

5. Discussion

Overall, the game version that incorporated moral
choices enabled players to experience higher levels of
meaningfulness, relative to games that require players
to make mundane choices (H1). This result aligns with
Green and Jenkins’ [29] argument that moral
dilemmas in video games can evoke a sense of
responsibility among players. In this purpose-made
management game, players’ choices in the moral
scenarios could potentially influence their workers’
wellbeing, such as decisions that could cause the
workers to be injured. In contrast, players’ decisions
in the neutral game version were not described to have
any significant impact on the workers. Therefore,
players might have exerted more cognitive effort in the

moral condition to decide if they should support their
workers or the customers, which are both important
stakeholders in ensuring smooth operations of the food
establishment. These dilemmas might have led to a
greater sense of perceived meaningfulness upon
making those decisions.

Players enjoyed the meaningful game version
with moral decisions more than those who played the
less meaningful game version (H2). As the gameplay
and controls in both games were designed similarly,
only differing in moral content, this suggests that
integrating both hedonic and eudaimonic experiences
in a video game may be beneficial for improving
overall enjoyment even in games that are meant to be
more fun than meaningful. Although some scholars
have suggested that fun games tend to be less
cognitively demanding than meaningful ones [16],
players could still subjectively decide whether they
want to engage in the meaningful content and reflect
on it, or to ignore it and focus on the less cognitively
demanding aspects of the game. This can be observed
in commercial games like Portal, for example, which
provide both hedonic (puzzle-solving challenges) and
eudaimonic (morally provoking story sequences)
experiences for players, however, it is ultimately
dependent on the player to decide how they want to
play the game [27]. A player can choose to focus on
the hedonic portion of the game and to ignore the
eudaimonic portion of the game if they wish to.
However, providing both types of enjoyment for
players potentially covers more ground than focusing
on only one aspect, particularly in serious games
which have been criticized to focus too much on being
meaningful but lack in fun compared to entertainment
games [47]. In this specific game, players in the moral
condition could also choose to avoid engaging in the
moral decision-making (eudaimonic content) and to
focus on maximizing profits in the simulation (hedonic
content). However, these playstyle differences were
not explored in the context of this study and may
warrant further exploration to better understand how
such playstyles may affect perceived meaningfulness
and enjoyment. Additionally, although differences
between perceived meaningfulness and game
enjoyment were significant between the two
conditions in the study, such findings may be context
dependent and could possibly differ in different
samples or with different situational contexts. Bartsch
and Oliver [49], for example, suggest that
meaningfulness and enjoyment in entertainment media
could likely exist on an orthogonal scale, hence,
although they may co-exist, this relationship and their
corresponding intensity levels may vary.

We did not find any differences in admiration
change toward cultural outgroups between the two
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versions of the game (H3 & RQ2). This finding is
similar to Tear and Nielsen’s study [34], where the
authors did not find any effects of playing prosocial
video games and people’s subsequent prosocial
behavior, relative to those who played violent video
games. It is possible that the degree of moral dilemma
presented in the game has not reached the threshold to
have a strong impact on players’ attitudes, even though
it is meaningful. Other gaming elements that were not
studied in this paper, such as play-avatar
identification, may have influenced the result. Future
research can explore how other game design elements
may also influence prosocial attitudes.

There was also no correlation found between
players’ perceived meaningfulness of the game and
their subsequent admiration change toward outgroup
members, failing to support H4. Although past
literature suggested that contemplation about moral
situations can relate to prosocial outcomes [36, 50], we
did not find support for these effects in the current
study. A combination of demand characteristics and an
artificial ceiling effect could have contributed to this,
as reported mean pre-admiration scores (M = 4.14, SD
= 1.19) were significantly higher than the midpoint
score of 3.50 before the study began, t(173) = 7.08, p
<.001, according to a one-sample t-test. Additionally,
although the moral dilemmas may have contributed to
the meaning-making process for players as
investigated in H1, its link to the non-player characters
involved in the interaction, and the duration of the
scenarios may not have created sufficient contact
between players and the related outgroup members. A
pilot test of the scenarios playing out in the absence of
other gameplay elements may have helped to better
establish this link and finetune the design to better
replicate parasocial contact.

The context of the eudaimonic design
considerations may also benefit from further
investigation. In this study, moral scenarios were
designed based on real-life situations. Findings
relating to narrative theory suggest that the use of
fictional content may be equally as effective as non-
fictional content, as it tends to be less value-laden by
real-life knowledge and preconceptions, yet still be
cognitively processed in relation to real-life situations
[51, 52]. Studies by Johnson [53] as well as Bal and
Veltkamp [54] found that fiction reading was effective
in eliciting empathy as well as influencing subsequent
prosocial behavior. Similarly, in the context of video
games, some anecdotal evidence can be observed in
commercial games such as World of Warcraft, where
players describe being faced with moral dilemmas
within the fully fictional fantasy world [55, 56]. Future
studies could explore whether meaningful content
(e.g., moral scenarios) based on fictional or non-

fictional contexts within a video game may be more
meaningful to players from more diverse backgrounds
and provide additional insights and recommendations
for designing effective meaningful experiences.

While this study found supporting evidence that
the inclusion of moral decision-making in a video
game can help to improve players’ perceptions of
meaningfulness (RQ1), it is also important to point out
that the specific choices players had to make did not
largely affect or delineate gameplay in any way. This
meant that players were able to make a moral choice
based on the interactive situation presented to them
without worrying about consequential outcomes
relating to gameplay (e.g., losing the game). This
allowed players to navigate through various moral
scenarios based on their own reflective thoughts and
values, rather than acting in ways to secure their
victory in the game. It is also important to note that
while single-item measures for both participants’
perceived gameplay experiences and admiration were
used to reduce participants’ fatigue after the video
gameplay, they are limitations to this current study.

As the current study has focused on game
dialogue choices, future research can investigate how
other dimensions of gameplay may factor into or
change players’ moral decision-making processes,
especially if it may influence winning or losing
conditions in the game. Prior studies have found that
for certain players, winning is a rewarding behavior
and desired outcome of games, while losing can lead
to an increase in negative affective states [57]. Hence,
if moral choices are potentially tied to consequences
that can cause a player to lose a game, they may be
more inclined to choose the more desirable choices
that can help them to win the game, rather than the
choices that they subjectively believe in.

6. Conclusion

The current study contributed to the literature on
meaningful play. It explains how eudaimonic
(meaningfulness) and hedonic (enjoyment) gaming
experiences coexist in our game. The difference in the
gaming choices, designed based on morally loaded
decisions vs. mundane conversational decisions have
led to different degrees of meaningfulness and
enjoyment. However, the potential links between
meaningfulness, enjoyment, and serious outcomes of
games warrants further exploration.
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