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A game of persuasion: influencing 
persuasive game appraisals 
through presentation frames and 
recommendation sources
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Introduction: As games made with the explicit or implicit purpose of influencing 
players’ attitudes, persuasive games afford a new way for individuals to reflect 
and elaborate on real-world issues or topics. While research points to effects 
of these games on their players, little is known about their practical impact. 
The current study focuses on the decision-making process that takes place 
between first hearing about a game and deciding to play it. Three elements in a 
game’s presentation to potential players were explored: (1) the way it is framed 
as an entertaining experience, (2) the way it is framed as intending to persuade 
its players, and (3) whether it comes recommended by automated systems or 
through electronic word-of-mouth. These factors were chosen in line with 
theoretical arguments around framing, eudaimonia, and source credibility.

Methods: A two (entertainment frame: hedonic versus eudaimonic) by 
two (persuasive intent frame: obfuscated versus explicit) by two (source of 
recommendation: system- versus peer-based) between-subjects experimental 
design was performed across (N  =  310) randomly distributed participants. 
Measures were adapted from previous research and included selection and play 
behavior, attitudes, and obtrusiveness of persuasive intent, among others.

Results and Discussion: Results show that frames need to be  congruent to 
be effective, with the most effective stimuli being those where persuasive intent was 
clear and players could expect to engage meaningfully. Peer recommendations led to 
greater play intention than system-based varieties. While intention to play positively 
related to actual play behavior, this relationship was likely the result of avid game 
players displaying more interest in the game regardless of the study’s manipulations. 
Implications are drawn from the advantages of being open about persuasive intent 
and the composition and drivers of a persuasive game’s target audience.
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1. Introduction

Despite colloquial perceptions, not all games have the sole purpose to entertain players. The 
concept of persuasive games can be used to identify a subset of (digital) interactive experiences 
that are made with the explicit or implicit intent of influencing players’ attitudes toward real-
world issues and topics. In some cases, this influence is meant to nudge or steer behaviors 
without players’ explicit awareness of any influence (Kaufman et al., 2021). In other instances, 
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it might be  desirable to invite players to reflect and elaborate 
consciously on the topic at hand. One game that fits in the latter 
category is ‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’(WDtCCtR, 
DatJuanDesigner, 2020). Published on Itch.io by a developer with the 
username DatJuanDesigner, WDtCCtR is part of an unexplored wave 
of persuasive games that are emerging on highly accessible game 
platforms. The game takes a classic set-up for a frivolous joke and uses 
it to immerse players in the discourse surrounding migrant workers 
who cross the Mexico-United States border. Even though it advertises 
itself as a ‘poem/game’ and couches its messaging in unassuming 
visuals and obfuscatory character dialog, this interactive experience 
clearly intends for its players to think more critically about this 
phenomenon. The current study investigates which of these different 
persuasive messaging styles makes the game most attractive to 
potential players.

Persuasive games have been studied mostly for the effects they 
have on players’ attitudes. Some exceptions notwithstanding, this 
avenue of research generally points to small but robust persuasive 
influences on diverse social, political, and advertising topics (Jacobs 
and Jansz, 2021). Crucially, all effects research on persuasive games 
published so far has included study participants as captive audiences 
for these games. The tentative conclusion the aggregate of these studies 
has yielded is that persuasive games tend to persuade the people that 
play them. This conclusion on effects does not say much about 
persuasive games’ real-world impact, though. Only a few persuasive 
games gain public attention. As technological advancements and 
platforms such as Itch.io are lowering the barriers for independent 
game developers like DatJuanDesigner to bring their creative ideas to 
fruition, this is not likely a question of supply. This leaves the processes 
of discovery, attraction, and selection as potential bottlenecks for the 
impact that persuasive games can have.

When placed alongside each other, persuasive games appear much 
the same as entertainment games. They can have colorful visuals, 
attractive gameplay elements, and interesting titles. However, research on 
serious games tends to center educational experiences and advergames, 
which are most often integrated either in a curriculum or an intervention, 
or they are hosted exclusively in places where their creators think they will 
be most effective. If research on adoption and acceptance of serious 
gaming in these formal settings is already rather scarce (see Bourgonjon 
et al., 2010 for a rare discussion), it is practically non-existent in an open 
setting where potential players have a bevy of choices on how to spend 
their time. At the time the current study was performed, one of the most 
prominent sources for these experiences is Itch.io. This is a platform with 
low barriers to entry for developers, and since developers can make their 
games available at multiple price points or even entirely for free, it has 
proven to be a refuge for independent persuasive game developers in a 
time when games running on Adobe Flash had been rendered inaccessible 
to most. The current study engages with the different ways developers can 
use platforms like Itch.io to draw attention toward their games. More 
specifically, we  investigated how the game’s presentation text and 
placement of persuasive games on independent gaming platforms relate 
to the chances they are selected and eventually played. Three elements in 
a game’s presentation to potential players were explored: (1) the way it is 
framed as an entertaining experience, (2) the way it is framed as intending 
to persuade its players, and (3) whether it comes recommended by 
automated systems or through electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM).

The way we  define persuasive games relies on intent on the 
developers’ side. Of course, would-be players do not always have 

access to information about developer intent. On top of that, 
developers themselves might not consider their games as being 
persuasive, opting instead for seeing their games as ‘starting a 
discussion’ (Breuer and Bente, 2010), or refusing to classify the 
persuasive aspect altogether by referring to their work as poetry – as 
with WDtCCtR. We posit that the degree to which developers are 
forthcoming about their intentions might impact potential players’ 
assessment of what the game is as well as the interest they would have 
in playing it. When writing a description of a persuasive game, one 
aims to positively influence attitudes and increase the chance of 
selection. Therefore, it might be worthwhile for the description to 
appeal to what players are looking for in a game.

In line with previous studies investigating individuals’ reasons 
for entertainment media selection (Tsay-Vogel and Krakowiak, 
2016), we distinguish between hedonic and eudaimonic frames that 
could both drive media consumption, albeit for different reasons. If 
the goal is to appeal to hedonic motivations, texts should emphasize 
fun, enjoyment, happiness, and positive experiences (Oliver and 
Raney, 2011). This is true for many kinds of gaming experiences, 
but it is not the only way to pique player interest. Though research 
on the topic is nascent and a recent overview (Daneels et al., 2021a) 
noted diverging perspectives and operationalizations, early 
evidence supports the assertion that games are also played because 
players appreciated a game’s plot and experience relatedness for 
in-game characters or real people (Kümpel and Unkel, 2017). At 
least for pro-social works, it is easy to imagine persuasive games 
appealing to these types of motivations. Attract texts could appeal 
to eudaimonic motivations by emphasizing experiences that are 
meaningful, reflective, and engendering a deeper understanding of 
a real-world issue.

H1: Compared to hedonic frames, eudaimonic frames make it 
more likely that a persuasive game is selected over an 
entertainment game.

Still, the eudaimonic rewards persuasive games might have for 
players are epiphenomenal to games’ intent. Given the rise of 
entertainment games that include or focus on eudaimonic 
gratifications (Daneels et al., 2021b), persuasive games stand out from 
their peers by (typically) being very clear about persuasive intent. The 
real-world topic they are concerned with might initially be packaged 
in euphemisms to avoid aversive reactions (Crecente, 2014), but these 
games often wear the intended influence on their sleeve. Kaufman and 
Flanagan (2015) recommend a blend of explicit and ‘embedded’ 
design elements, the latter of which obfuscate the game’s intent to 
avoid psychological reactance (Brehm and Brehm, 1981) in players 
who recognize the persuasive attempt. Reactance can cause frustration 
in players, resulting in rejection of the message as well as the game 
itself. Of course, reactance is not a given outcome of increased 
persuasion knowledge (Friestad and Wright, 1994). Some tentative 
conclusions on persuasion knowledge in persuasive games even posit 
it as a positive; persuasive games are liked more when their persuasive 
intent is clearer to players (Jacobs, 2017, 8). The question is still open 
whether these games should advertise their intent beforehand.

H2: Compared to obfuscated persuasive intent, explicit persuasive 
intent makes it more likely that a persuasive game is selected over 
an entertainment game.
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In the current study, the entertainment frame was manipulated 
independently from the persuasive intent frame. Of course, their 
effects might overlap. Eudaimonic motivations center on meaning, 
reflection, and growth, while explicit persuasive intent (of a pro-social 
game) simply highlight that the game is intended to have players 
reflect or take the perspectives of others. These elements might 
be  congruent, potentially leading to additive or amplified effects 
(Malliet and Martens, 2010). As there has not been any evidence to 
build on in this regard, we formulated the following research question:

RQ1: Do entertainment and persuasive frames interact in their 
effects on the likelihood that a persuasive game is selected over an 
entertainment game?

Selection behaviors are not the only measures that could provide 
insight into the process from discovery to play behaviors. The current 
study included an interest measure to give depth to the dichotomous 
selection variable. Participants were also asked about their attitudes 
toward the game, whether they intended to play the game and, in a 
one-week follow-up survey, whether they actually sought out the 
game. Hypotheses were drawn up for the first three of these measures, 
following the line of argument of H1 and H2 and RQ1.

H3: Compared to hedonic frames, eudaimonic frames lead to (a) 
greater interest to play, (b) more positive attitudes toward, and (c) 
more intention to play a persuasive game.

H4: Compared to obfuscated persuasive intent, explicit persuasive 
intent leads to (a) greater interest to play, (b) more positive 
attitudes toward, and (c) more intention to play a persuasive game.

RQ2: Do entertainment and persuasive intent frames interact in 
their effects on (a) interest to play, (b) attitudes toward, and (c) 
intention to play a persuasive game?

Furthermore, the mechanism theorized for the influence of 
explicit persuasive intent leans on individuals’ conscious awareness of 
this intent (Mallinckrodt and Mizerski, 2007). Persuasion knowledge 
would be  the primary mechanism for any effects of this variable, 
leading to the following hypothesis:

H5: Perceived obtrusiveness mediates the relationship between 
persuasive intent frame and (a) likelihood of selection of, (b) 
interest in, and (c) attitude toward a persuasive game.

Looking beyond the elements a developer can affect directly, the 
current study also observed the source of recommendation as a 
potentially strong influence on the discovery process. Given the 
tendency for contemporary persuasive game developers to publish 
their work on independent game platforms like Itch.io, two particular 
recommendation sources could be salient. Online recommendations 
can be  categorized into system- or consumer-generated varieties 
(Ashraf et al., 2018). System-based recommendations are automated 
messages from the platform, typically involving personalized elements 
by using aggregated user data to support the recommendation. 
Consumer-generated recommendations could consist of reviews or 

testimonials by strangers (Lin, 2014), though they are seen as most 
effective when they come from a peer or familiar person (Kudeshia 
and Kumar, 2017). Because of the personal nature of a peer-based 
recommendation, we expected stronger intentions to play following 
this type of recommendation than a system-based version. The 
difference is expected to be  the result of the peer-based 
recommendation being perceived as more credible than the system-
based recommendation (Luo et al., 2013).

H6: Compared to a system-based recommendation, a peer-based 
recommendation for a persuasive game results in higher intention 
to play this game.

H7: Recommendation source credibility mediates the relationship 
between recommendation source and intention to play.

The present study was designed to also give insight into whether 
the proximal measurement of intention to play ultimately translated 
into (self-reported) play behavior. Extensive prior research and 
theorizing on the topic demonstrated a relatively robust link between 
intentions and behaviors (Ajzen, 1991).

H8: Intention to play a persuasive game is positively related to 
subsequent play behavior.

The relationships investigated in this study are displayed in a 
conceptual model in Figure 1.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Design

A two (hedonic or eudaimonic entertainment frame) by two 
(obfuscated or explicit persuasive intent) by two (system- or peer-
based recommendation) between-subjects online experiment was 
performed. The game ‘Why did the chicken cross the road’ by 
DatJuanDesigner was selected as the target persuasive game. 
Participants were exposed to stimuli in two stages to guide them 
through a facsimile of the process from discovery to persuasive game 
selection. Stimuli were mock versions of game platform pages and 
social media application screens. Measurements were taken directly 
after exposure to a manipulated game presentation text and again after 
exposure to a manipulated recommendation. Additionally, a follow-up 
survey was sent to respondents after 1 week that included measures on 
interest in and experiences with the game. The study’s design was 
reviewed by the University of Twente’s BMS Ethical Review board and 
approved for data collection on April 22nd, 2022 (reference 220404).

2.2. Participants

The sample for the current study was recruited through 
convenience sampling among students at the University of Twente in 
the Netherlands and the principal investigator’s social media reach. 
This sampling strategy was not expected to yield strong involvement 
with the game’s topic (the US-Mexican border). A total of 370 
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respondents met the inclusion criteria of being at least 18 years old. 
After removing incomplete responses (49) and respondents who did 
not stay on the stimulus pages for at least 20 s (11), a full sample of 
(N = 310) participants were included for data analysis. Of the full 
sample, 206 (66.5%) were women, and 101 (32.6%) were men. The 
average age was 36.20 years (SD = 14.40), with a mode of 25 (N = 22). 
Most respondents had either a considerable amount of experience 
playing games (129, 41.6%) or at least some (70, 22.6%), with 111 
respondents (35.8%) claiming little to no experience with the medium. 
Finally, almost all respondents were European (266, 85.8%), but there 
were also respondents from the United States of America (37, 11.9%) 
that might have deviated from the rest of the sample in terms of their 
involvement with the issue. The distribution of the sample across 
conditions is shown in Table 1.

2.3. Stimuli

The game ‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’ (WDtCCtR) was 
chosen as the target persuasive game because of (among others): its free 
availability, online accessibility, and short play time which minimized 
barriers to play; its innocuous metaphor-based visual theming which 
forces potential players to rely on textual cues to get a sense of the game; 
its messaging as a pro-social persuasive game; and its relative obscurity 
helping to prevent familiarity among respondents. The game’s messaging 
regards the motivations of migrant workers and refugees to cross the 

Mexico-US border without going through customs. The game 
demonstrates the hardships these groups of people face through 
colloquial phrases and anecdotes often voiced by these groups and 
opponents of this practice in the US. WDtCCtR encourages players to 
gather more information through charity organizations as well as to 
donate to help migrant workers and refugees.

2.3.1. Framing presentation text
Four different descriptions of WDtCCtR were composed, 

differentiated by their entertainment and persuasive intent frames. 
Table  2 shows the presentation texts with manipulated elements 
highlighted. The texts included a basic description that was constant 
across conditions. In line with common distinctions between hedonic 
and eudaimonic experiences, entertainment frames focus on 
presenting the game as either a distracting, enjoyable experience or as 
a meaningful, insightful experience that challenges players’ 
worldviews. Independently, the game’s persuasive intent was either 
obfuscated, by presenting it as an adventure game about work and life 
struggles that raises awareness (without referring to its topic 
concretely), or made explicit by describing it as a persuasive game that 
aims to increase sympathy for migrant workers and refugees. In 
keeping with their positioning as a blurb or attract text, the texts 
ranged in size from 59 to 69 words across the four versions. The texts 
were shown together with WDtCCtR’s title screen, which displayed 
the titular question above a pixel drawing of a yellow chicken standing 
on a gray road with a yellow background.

FIGURE 1

Conceptual model of the influences of presentation frames and recommendation sources on pre-play evaluations and subsequent play behavior. Pre-
play evaluation variables are encapsulated to improve readability.

TABLE 1 Distribution of respondents across conditions.

Entertainment frame: Hedonic Entertainment frame: Eudaimonic

Persuasive intent 
frame: obfuscated

Persuasive intent 
frame: explicit

Persuasive intent 
frame: obfuscated

Persuasive intent 
frame: explicit

Source of recommendation: 

System-based

N = 39

71.8% female

N = 35

80.0% female

N = 39

64.1% female

N = 42

66.7% female

Source of recommendation: 

Peer-based

N = 43

69.0% female

N = 39

57.9% female

N = 35

48.6% female

N = 38

78.4% female
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2.3.2. Recommendations
Next, to the frames, the current study also investigated 

recommendation sources as a potential influence in the persuasive game 
discovery and selection process. Two types of recommendations were 
created; one representing the automatic recommender systems integrated 
into contemporary media and online shopping platforms, and one 
representing eWOM through a peer recommending the game via social 
media. Both stimuli (see Figure 2) were presented on a mock-up phone 
screen with a short introduction text to brief respondents. In the system-
generated recommendation conditions, participants were asked to 
imagine encountering a recommendation after playing a few games on 
Itch.io. The recommendation was formatted to look like an Itch.io page 
and read “Based on the previous games you played, we think you might 
also like” followed by the WDtCCtR splash page and the text “A 5 min 
game with the answer!” (referring to the question in the game’s title). The 
peer-based recommendation was preceded by a briefing message asking 
participants to imagine getting messaged by a friend on WhatsApp. The 
stimulus itself took the form of a screen from a conversation on this 
platform. The messages started with “Check this,” followed by a link to 
WDtCCtR. The account holder is seen responding with “Whats that?.” 
The friend’s messages then read “A game. I liked it, you should try it too. 
Its only 5 min. And then you  know the answer.” Neither stimulus 
was interactive.

2.4. Procedure

Data collection took place online between May 19th, 2022 and June 
12th, 2022. Participants accessed the Qualtrics survey via a direct link. The 
Qualtrics survey was optimized for computer and smartphone users. 
After informed consent, participants were asked for demographic 
information, including experience and affinity with gaming. Participants 
were then randomly assigned to one of four presentation text conditions. 
They were asked to evaluate three pairs of games and choose which game 
they would prefer to play within each pair. Each pair consisted of an 
identical background image with different presentation texts and titles per 
game. The first and last pair shown were distractors. The second pair 
showed WDtCCtR next to a fictitious game called “Back and Forth” 
(BaF), with both showing the same image of a chicken standing on a road. 

BaF’s presentation text was identical across conditions: “Back and forth is 
a game made for your entertainment. You have to get to the other side of 
a dangerous road and back again as often as you can. With each crossing, 
you can gain points. But watch out! You have to do so without getting hit 
by one of the many cars and losing a valuable life. With easy controls, 
you can play for as long as you like.” Participants rated their interest in 
playing each of the six games separately.

Following on from the pairs, participants were informed they 
would be asked specific questions about one of the games, which was 
invariably WDtCCtR. They then filled in scales of measures relating 
to attitudes toward the game and the perceived obtrusiveness of the 
game’s persuasive intent. Directly afterwards, participants were again 
randomly assigned to one of the two recommendation conditions. 
They were shown a briefing and one of the mock-ups of the game 
(system-based) or social media (peer-based) platform. Finally, 
participants filled in scales relating to intention to play the game and 
recommendation source credibility and responded to manipulation 
check questions asking if the presentation made the game seem like 
‘simple fun’ or to ‘make me think’ as well as asking if the text made the 
game seem like it was designed ‘to influence me’. The recommendation 
source manipulation checks included asking who recommended the 
game and how realistic the recommendation was to respondents.

Since WDtCCtR is a freely available, real game, we decided to 
include a second stage in the study. Directly after finishing the survey, 
respondents were informed where and how to find the game. Around 
a day after participating, participants were sent a message reminding 
them of WDtCCtR. This message also included a link to the game. 
None of these messages included any more information on the game, 
nor did they encourage participants to try the game. One week after 
participation, participants were approached to fill in a short follow-up 
survey. This brief survey only included questions and scales about 
behaviors regarding the game and scales focusing on attitudes toward 
the topic of migrant workers and refugees.

2.5. Measurement

Responses were collected for seven scales, staggered across 
four stages during the study protocol. Before stimuli were shown, 

TABLE 2 Game presentation text manipulations.

Persuasive intent frame

Obfuscated Explicit

Entertainment 

Frame

Hedonic Escape daily life for a bit, playing Why did the chicken cross the 

road? You must talk to other animals to find the answer to that 

question. This five-minute adventure game offers an enjoyable 

experience about work and life struggles. It aims to raise 

awareness for these struggles. It has a storyline that makes 

you want to continue playing; you will have fun!

Escape daily life for a bit, playing Why did the chicken cross the road? 

You must talk to other animals to find the answer to that question. This 

five-minute persuasive game offers an enjoyable experience about work 

and life struggles of migrant workers and refugees. It aims to increase 

your sympathy for these struggles. It has a storyline that makes you want 

to continue playing; you will have fun!

Eudaimonic Gain some insight, playing Why did the chicken cross the road? 

You must talk to other animals to find the answer to that 

question. This five-minute adventure game offers a meaningful 

experience about work and life struggles. It aims to raise 

awareness for these struggles. It has a touching storyline; your 

way of viewing the world will be challenged!

Gain some insight, playing Why did the chicken cross the road? You must 

talk to other animals to find the answer to that question. This five-

minute persuasive game offers a meaningful experience about work 

and life struggles of migrant workers and refugees. It aims to increase 

your sympathy for these struggles. It has a touching storyline; your way 

of viewing the world will be challenged!

Entertainment frame elements are underlined and persuasive intent frame elements are in bold.
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participants filled in a scale relating to attitudes toward gaming. 
Scales on attitude to WDtCCtR and perceived obtrusiveness of the 
game’s messaging were shown directly after the presentation text 
stimuli. Following the recommendation stimuli, participants could 
respond to scales on intention to play and recommendation source 
credibility. In the follow-up survey, scales revolved around attitudes 
toward migrant workers and refugees and willingness to help this 
group. All scales were designed in English but were also available 
in Dutch. After data collection, all scales were included in one 
confirmatory factor analysis and subjected to individual reliability 
analyses. The measures below are the result of these analyses. 
Unless otherwise specified, scale response options were 7-point 
Likert scales.

2.5.1. Attitude toward gaming
Five polar items were used to have players indicate whether they 

found playing games to be  undesirable/desirable, not enjoyable/
enjoyable, negative/positive, boring/interesting, and harmful/
beneficial. These items were adapted from Wang and Hollett’s (2022) 
scale on physical activity. The scale’s scores demonstrated high internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.94).

2.5.2. Attitude toward the persuasive game
The attitude toward the persuasive game included after exposure 

to the game pairs was measured using a scale adapted from 
Vanwesenbeeck et al. (2017). Participants were asked to indicate on a 
seven-point semantic differential scale how they felt about the game, 
based on the description they had read. The adjectives used were 
unappealing/appealing, unpleasant/pleasant, dull/dynamic, 
unattractive/attractive and not enjoyable/enjoyable. This scale’s scores 
demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.94).

2.5.3. Perceived obtrusiveness
Perceived obtrusiveness was a five-item scale adapted from Jacobs 

(2017) and from Tutaj and Van Reijmersdal (2012). Changes were made 
to account for the prospective nature of the assessment. An example 
item is “The aim of the game [WDtCCtR] is to influence my opinion.” 
This scale’s scores were internally consistent (Cronbach’s α = 0.82).

2.5.4. Intention to play
Four items from Spears and Singh (2004) were adapted to the 

current context. This polar item scale asked participants whether they 
probably would not play/probably would play, have low/high interest 

FIGURE 2

Recommendation source stimuli. Left: system-generated recommendation. Right: peer-based recommendation. Game images (DatJuanDesigner, 
2020) and itch.io logo reproduced with permission of DatJuanDesigner and itch.io.
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in playing, definitely do not intend to play/definitely do intend to play 
and would definitely not play/would definitely play. This scale’s scores 
demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.97).

2.5.5. Recommendation source credibility
This five-item polar scale included four items from Amelina and 

Zhy (2016) and one item from Filieri et al. (2015). Participants were 
asked to indicate to what extent they thought the source giving 
them the recommendation was not at all trustworthy/very 
trustworthy, not at all reliable/very reliable, not at all sincere/very 
sincere, not at all honest/very honest, and not at all credible/very 
credible. This scale’s scores demonstrated high internal consistency 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.97).

2.5.6. Attitudes toward migrant workers and 
refugees

One week after being exposed to the manipulated messaging 
about the game, a scale focusing on attitudes toward migrant 
workers and refugees was shown to participants. Four items were 
adapted from Igartua et al. (2019) and McConahay et al. (1981) with 
some changes to fit the current context. An example item from this 
scale was “Migrant workers and refugees are getting too demanding 
in their push for better treatment.” The scale’s scores showed 
sufficient internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.79).

2.5.7. Willingness to help
The final scale was a three-item willingness-to-help scale. 

Following van’t Riet et al. (2018) participants could indicate how 
likely they were to perform three specific behaviors. These behaviors 
were (1) to donate money to a charity helping refugees and migrant 
workers, (2) to discuss the situation of refugees and migrant 
workers with their friends or family, and (3) to do volunteer work 
involving refugees and migrant workers. This scale’s scores showed 
sufficient internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.77).

2.5.8. Other measures
Directly below each pair of games, participants were asked 

which of the two games they would prefer to play. This single 
binary item was only analyzed for the second pair, which included 
the manipulated texts. Within the sample, 141 participants 
(45.5%) indicated wanting to play WDtCCtR over the fictitious 
entertainment game. Interest to play was measured separately with 
a single item for each of the six games. Responses were given on a 
scale from 0 (not at all interested) to 100 (very interested). Across 
all conditions, respondents were not very interested in playing the 
persuasive game (M = 36.20, SD = 27.04).

In the follow-up survey, participants were asked three 
consecutive questions about their behavior with WDtCCtR with 
yes/no response options. The first was whether they tried to access 
the game after the study ended. A total of 52 participants (16.8%) 
had done so. Of those, 40 (12.9% of the full sample) had started 
playing, and 26 (8.4%) had finished the game entirely.

2.6. Data analysis

All analyses were performed with IBM SPSS Statistics v26 and, 
where applicable, the PROCESS procedure for SPSS v4.2 (Hayes, 2018). 

Hypothesis and research question testing involved binary logistic 
regressions (H1, H2, H8, RQ1) Multivariate ANOVAs (H3, H4, RQ2), 
model 4 of the PROCESS macro (H5, H7), and a univariate ANOVA 
(H6). Additional analyses employed the same procedures, though 
linear regression analyses and independent-samples t-tests were also 
performed. The dataset and syntax used for the full set of analyses are 
available online.1

3. Results

3.1. Hypothesis testing

3.1.1. Framing entertainment and persuasive 
intent

A logistic regression was performed to test the first and second 
hypotheses, which stated that eudaimonic entertainment and explicit 
persuasive intent frames would lead to greater likelihood that a 
persuasive game is selected over an entertainment game, as well as the 
first research question, which involved an interaction between both 
independent variables. Across all conditions, 45.5% of participants 
selected WDtCCtR. In the condition where a eudaimonic and an 
explicit persuasive intent frame were combined, 54.8% of participants 
chose the persuasive game. A model that included both manipulated 
frame variables and an interaction term as predictors and selection 
likelihood as the dependent variable was not significant [X2 (3, 
N = 310) = 3.36, p = 0.340]. Neither entertainment frame nor persuasive 
intent helped to predict when respondents would choose WDtCCtR 
over its entertainment counterpart. Hypotheses 1 and 2 are both 
rejected following this outcome. The answer to RQ1 is that there is no 
evidence for an interaction between both types of frame on the 
likelihood that the persuasive game is selected.

Hypotheses 3 and 4 and research question 2 centered on the 
influences that entertainment and persuasive intent frames have on the 
interest in, attitude toward, and intention to play a persuasive game. A 
multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was performed with these 
outcome variables and both main effects and the interaction term of the 
two manipulated variables. Across all three dependent variables, both 
main effects were not significant [Entertainment frame: F(3, 304) = 0.37, 
p = 0.772, Wilk’s Λ = 1.00, Persuasive intent frame: F(3, 304) = 0.90, 
p = 0.442, Wilk’s Λ = 0.99]. The interaction term was also not significant 
over all dependent variables [F(3, 304) = 2.39, p = 0.069, Wilk’s Λ = 0.98]. 
None of the dependent variables were significantly affected by the two 
main effects, but the interaction effect was significant for all three 
dependent variables individually (Interest: F(1, 306) = 6.29, p = 0.020, 
η2

p = 0.02, Attitude: F(1, 306) = 4.08, p = 0.013, η2
p = 0.01, Intention: F(1, 

306) = 4.50, p = 0.014, η2
p = 0.01], though effects were very small. Figure 3 

shows the direction of the interaction effect. Within hedonic 
entertainment frame conditions, there are no substantial differences 
between obfuscated and explicit intent on interest in (Mobf = 37.39, 
SDobf = 22.67, Mexp = 33.96, SDexp = 28.70), attitude toward (Mobf = 3.73, 
SDobf = 1.26, Mexp = 3.66, SDexp = 1.52), or intention to play WDtCCtR 
(Mobf = 3.60, SDobf = 1.55, Mexp = 3.39, SDexp = 1.79). However, for those 
who saw the game presented with a eudaimonic frame, differences 

1 https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/J7Y56
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FIGURE 3

Graphs showing the interaction effect of entertainment and persuasive intent frames on interest in playing the game (top), attitude toward the game 
(middle), and intention to play the game (bottom). Error bars note 95% confidence intervals.
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between obfuscated and explicit persuasive intent were more 
pronounced. Combined with a eudaimonic frame, explicit persuasive 
intent led to higher interest in (Mobf = 31.20, SDobf = 26.38, Mexp = 43.07, 
SDexp = 28.88), attitude toward (Mobf = 3.44, SDobf = 1.36, Mexp = 3.99, 
SDexp = 1.25), and intention to play the persuasive game (Mobf = 3.37, 
SDobf = 1.77, Mexp = 3.98, SDexp = 1.64) than obfuscated persuasive intent 
did. Hypotheses 3 and 4 are rejected. The answer to RQ2 is that explicit 
persuasive intent only led to more positive assessments of the game 
when combined with a eudaimonic frame.

The fifth hypothesis, which held that the effects of persuasive intent 
frame on (a) likelihood that the persuasive game is selected, (b) interest 
in playing this game, and (c) attitudes toward the game are mediated by 
perceived obtrusiveness, cannot be confirmed given the outcomes for 
hypotheses 2 and 4. The mediation analyses were still performed to 
determine whether an indirect effect could be established. Mediation 
analyses were performed with model 4 of the SPSS PROCESS (Hayes, 
2018). An overview of results is shown in Figure 4. Firstly, persuasive 
intent frame had a significant effect on perceived obtrusiveness [β = 0.31, 
t(1, 308) = 5.63, p < 0.001]. An obfuscated persuasive intent frame was 
perceived as less obtrusive (M = 3.88, SD = 1.13) compared to explicit 
persuasive intent frame (M = 4.60, SD = 1.10).

Starting with H5a, a negative relationship between perceived 
obtrusiveness and selection behavior (a dichotomous variable) was found 
to be  significant [b = −0.37, SE b = 0.11, Z (2) = −3.40, p = 0.007]. To 
illustrate: participants who chose WDtCCtR tended to find this game’s 
persuasive intent significantly more obtrusive (M = 4.50, SD = 1.11) 
compared to those who chose the entertainment game (M = 4.02, 
SD = 1.18). The model as a whole explained between 4.2% (Cox and Snell 
R-square) and 5.6% of the variance in selection behavior. The indirect 
effect of persuasive intent frame on selection behavior was significant 
(indirect effect = −0.27, SE = 0.09, 95% CI [−0.47, −0.12]). As the direct 
effect of persuasive intent frame on selection behavior was insignificant 
(direct effect = 0.02 SE = 0.24, 95% CI [−0.45, 0.50]), there was no evidence 
to say perceived obtrusiveness mediated this (non-significant) 
relationship.

Second, we investigated if perceived obtrusiveness mediated the effect 
of persuasive intent frame on interest to play. Perceived obtrusiveness 
yielded a moderate, positive, significant relationship with interest to play 
[β = 0.38, t(309) = 6.76, p < 0.001]. The indirect effect of persuasive intent 
frame on interest to play was significant (partially standardized indirect 
effect = 0.23, SE = 0.05, 95% CI [0.13, 0.34]). Yet both the total effect 
[β = 0.15, t(309) = 1.33, p = 0.183] and the direct effect [β = −0.08, 
t(309) = −0.70, p = 0.483] were insignificant, meaning that there was no 
evidence for mediation occurring. Looking finally at H5c, perceived 
obtrusiveness was moderately, positively, and significantly related to 
attitude [β = 0.41, t(309) = 7.47, p < 0.001]. When looking at the total effect 
of the persuasive intent frame on attitude toward the persuasive game, this 
was not significant [β = 0.18, t(309) = 1.57, p = 0.118]. Also, the direct effect 
of persuasive intent frame on attitude was insignificant [β = −0.07, 
t(309) = −0.66, p = 0.511]. Although the indirect effect of persuasive intent 
frame on attitude was significant (partially standardized indirect 
effect = 0.25, SE = 0.06, 95% CI [0.15, 0.37]), though obtrusiveness was not 
found to mediate the relationship between persuasive intent frame and 
attitude toward the game.

3.1.2. Recommendation source
Hypothesis 6 assumed that a peer-based recommendation would 

lead to higher intention to play compared to a system-generated 

recommendation. An ANOVA was performed with recommendation 
source as the independent variable and intention to play as the 
dependent variable. The model was significant [F(1, 308) = 22.30, 
p < 0.001, η2

p = 0.07], with a moderate effect size. Peer-based 
recommendations led to significantly higher intention to play 
(M = 4.04, SD = 1.73) than system-based ones (M = 3.15, SD = 1.57). As 
a result, hypothesis 6 is retained.

To test hypothesis 7, which was concerned with the effect of 
source of recommendation on playing intentions being mediated by 
perceived source credibility, Model 4 of PROCESS by Hayes was once 
more adopted. An overview of results is shown in Figure 5. Source of 

FIGURE 4

Empirical pathway models on the mediating relationship of 
perceived obtrusiveness on the effect of persuasive intent frame on 
selection behavior (top), interest to play the game (middle), and 
attitude toward the game (bottom).

FIGURE 5

Empirical pathway models on the mediating relationship of source 
credibility on the effect of recommendation source on intention to 
play.
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recommendation had a significant effect on perceived source 
credibility [β = 0.80, t(309) = 9.36, p < 0.001]. Peer recommendations 
led to higher perceived source credibility (M = 4.76, SD = 1.34) than a 
system-generated recommendation (M = 3.55, SD = 1.46). Source 
credibility in turn was positively and significantly related to intention 
to play [β = 0.50, t(309) = 9.36, p < 0.001]. When looking at the total 
effect of source of recommendation on intention to play the persuasive 
game, this was significant [β = −0.52, t(309) = −4.72, p < 0.001]. 
Meanwhile, the direct effect of source of recommendation on intention 
to play was insignificant [β = −0.12, t(309) = −1.17, p = 0.244]. As the 
indirect effect of source of recommendation on intention to play was 
significant (partially standardized indirect effect = −0.40, SE = 0.07, 95% 
CI [−0.55, −0.27]) there was enough evidence to assume that this 
relationship was fully mediated by perceived source credibility. 
Therefore, hypothesis 7 is retained.

3.1.3. Follow-up survey
Closing off the hypothesized relationships, we tested H8, which 

predicted a positive relationship of intention to play with subsequent 
play behavior. The variable indicating whether or not people reported 
trying to find WDtCCtR online was taken as the dependent variable. 
A logistic regression analysis was performed with intention to play the 
game as the predictor. This resulted in a significant full model [X2 (1, 
N = 287) = 11.41, p < 0.001] that explained between 3.9% (Cox and 
Snell R Square) and 6.4% (Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in 
playing behavior. It correctly classified 81.9% of the cases. Each point 
increase in intention to play (on a scale from one to seven) led to a 
38% increase in odds that one attempted to access WDtCCtR (b = 0.32, 
SE = 0.10, p = 0.001, Exp (b) = 1.38, 95% CI [1.14, 1.67]). Therefore, it 
can be  concluded that intention to play is positively related to 
subsequent playing behavior and hypothesis 8 is retained.

3.2. Additional analyses

In addition to hypothesis tests, four additional avenues were 
explored within the current study’s dataset. These four avenues were 
(1) the exploration of how much of the variance in playing intention 
(measured at the end of the main survey) could be predicted from the 
manipulated and measured variables included in the study; (2) the 
exploration of potential relationships between the manipulated 
variables and source credibility; (3) confirming any connection of the 
manipulated variables with self-reported play behavior in the 
follow-up survey; and (4) a tentative exploration of how the study’s 
variables relate to individuals’ attitudes toward the game’s topic (also 
measured in the follow-up survey).

A linear regression analysis was performed to determine how well 
the independent variables entertainment frame, persuasive intent 
frame, perceived obtrusiveness, attitude, interest to play, source of 
recommendation, and source credibility were able to predict intention 
to play a persuasive game. The results showed that a model which 
included these variables explained 52.2% of the variance in intention 
to play the persuasive game [F(7, 302) = 47.11, p < 0.001, Adjusted 
R2 = 0.51]. Recommendation source, interest to play, attitude, and 
source credibility were significant predictors in the model. The 
strongest contribution was made by source credibility (β = 0.37, 
p < 0.001), which was a moderate positive predictor of intention to 
play when controlling for the other included independent variables. 

Interest to play (β = 0.29, p < 0.001), attitude (β = 0.22, p < 0.001), and 
source of recommendation (β = 0.12, p = 0.009) were weak positive 
predictors of intention to play. This final result is surprising, as the 
mediation analysis performed to find support for H7 pointed to full 
mediation. As the only difference between this significant relationship 
and the insignificant direct effect found in that analysis is the inclusion 
of more independent variables in this last linear regression, 
explanations need to be  sought among the other predictors of 
intention to play.

Next, as recommendation source credibility was measured after 
all manipulated variables had been shown to respondents, there might 
have been influences on this variable from the two framing 
manipulations included before. In an ANOVA where both frames and 
recommendation source were taken into account as main effects and 
the interaction terms between either frame manipulation and 
recommendation source were included yielded a significant outcome 
for recommendation source credibility. While the main effects of both 
framing variables were not significant [Entertainment: F(1, 304) = 2.88, 
p = 0.091, Persuasive intent: F(1, 304) = 0.05, p = 0.830] and the 
interaction between entertainment frame and recommendation 
source was also insignificant [F(1, 304) < 0.01, p = 0.983], the 
interaction term between persuasive intent frame and 
recommendation source was significant [F(1, 304) = 5.39, p = 0.021, 
η2

p = 0.02]. This interaction effect is shown in Figure 6. Inspection of 
mean differences reveals that for both an obfuscated (M = 4.60, 
SD = 1.32) and an explicit persuasive intent frame (M = 4.92, 
SD = 1.34), a peer-based recommendation led to significant increases 
in source credibility compared to a system-generated recommendation 
(Mobf = 3.75, SDobf = 1.41, Mexp = 3.33, SDexp = 1.48). The effect of the 
source of recommendation was amplified when the persuasive intent 
frame was explicit; the difference between the two types of sources was 
larger for explicit frames than it was for obfuscated frames. It is 
important to note that the size of this effect was quite small.

Third, a hierarchical logistic regression was performed to first test 
for any potential influence of the study’s experimental manipulations 
on self-reported play behavior. Entertainment and persuasive intent 
frames as well as recommendation source were included in the first 
step, with interest to play, attitude toward, and intention to play 
included together with perceived obtrusiveness, recommendation 
source credibility, and general attitude toward gaming included in the 
second step. The first step did not yield a significant model [X2(3, 
N = 287) = 0.37, p = 0.947], meaning that none of the experimental 
manipulations caused respondents to be more or less likely to have 
sought out the game within a week after exposure. At step 2, the results 
showed that the full model was significant [X2(9, N = 287) = 35.33, 
p < 0.001] and thus was able to distinguish between those who did try 
to access the game and those who did not. As a whole, the model 
explained between 11.6% (Cox and Snell R Square) and 18.9% 
(Nagelkerke R Square) of the variance in playing behavior and 
correctly classified 82.9% of the cases. Attitude toward gaming in 
general was the only significant predictor of self-reported play 
behavior (b = 0.36, SE = 0.14, p = 0.008), with an odds-ratio of 1.44 
indicating that for every one point (out of 7) one would be more 
interested in gaming, their likelihood to have sought to play the game 
would be predicted to have risen by 43.9%. Interest in WDtCCtR itself 
was not a significant predictor (b = 0.02, SE = 0.01, p = 0.057), though 
it was closer to the threshold of p = 0.05 than any of the other variables. 
A simple linear regression confirmed that general attitude toward 
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gaming was a moderate predictor of interest in playing WDtCCtR 
[F(1, 308) = 71.88, p < 0.001, β = 0.44] and intention to play this game 
[F(1, 308) = 28.98, p < 0.001, β = 0.29]. More avid gamers were more 
interested in the game.

The final additional analyses engaged with the attitudes people 
reported holding toward the issue WDtCCtR focuses on. An overall 
linear regression with the manipulated variables as well as interest to 
play, attitude toward, intention to play, perceived obtrusiveness, 
recommendation source credibility and individuals’ attitudes toward 
gaming in general indicated that these variables could not significantly 
predict attitudes toward migrant workers and refugees [F(9, 
277) = 1.23, p = 0.277], though it did serve to predict willingness to 
help [F(9, 277) = 2.01, p = 0.038]. The only significant predictors in this 
model were general attitude toward gaming (β = −0.17, p = 0.012) and 
interest to play WDtCCtR (β = 0.19, p = 0.034). General attitude 
toward gaming was a weakly negative predictor, while interest in the 
game was a weakly positive predictor of willingness to help migrant 
workers and refugees. Independent samples t-tests showed that there 
were no significant differences between those participants who did 
and those who did not seek out the game in terms of attitudes 
[t(285) = 0.71, p = 0.480] or willingness to help [t(285) = −0.08, 
p = 0.940].

4. Discussion

4.1. Discussion of results

The current study investigated the influences of entertainment 
and persuasive intent frames together with system- and peer-based 
recommendations on interest in and intention to play a persuasive 
game. It was clear from the results of this study that entertainment and 

persuasive intent frames by themselves do not directly affect 
assessments of this persuasive game. Looking beyond this, frames also 
do not make it more or less likely that the game is eventually sought 
out. The pattern of findings beyond this initial result was more 
intricate, however.

We did find an effect when two specific frames were combined. 
Being more or less open about the game’s persuasive intent did not 
seem to matter for participants who were exposed to a hedonic 
entertainment frame. However, when the text that presented the game 
emphasized that it would make players think about this topic, interest, 
attitudes, and intent decreased when persuasive intent was implicit 
and increased when it was explicit. This effect did not cause 
participants to select the persuasive game over a similar entertainment 
game on first exposure, though. These findings could be indicative of 
a congruence effect (Malliet and Martens, 2010), where texts were 
seen as consistent if they presented the game as being fun or if they 
presented the game as eudaimonically gratifying. In the latter case, 
this would clearly serve to position its persuasive intent as benign; 
players are invited to reflect on a real-world issue, rather than feeling 
threatened and pushed to act (conform Staunton et  al., 2022). 
Persuasive intent frames themselves were only indirectly related to 
selection behaviors and assessments, through obtrusiveness. Explicit 
persuasive intent frames had an effect on obtrusiveness, which was in 
turn predictive of interest in the game. The absence of any direct 
effects in spite of this sizeable indirect link can be  interpreted in 
different ways. While it could be  possible that only those who 
perceived the text as obtrusive (regardless of frame condition) were 
made to recognize the description as being congruent with a game 
that aims to persuade as a result of obtrusiveness, the current dataset 
offers no way to confirm or deny this explanation.

One outcome that was expected was the influence of getting the 
game personally recommended by a peer compared to a 

FIGURE 6

Graph showing the interaction effect of persuasive intent frame and recommendation source on source credibility. Error bars note 95% confidence 
intervals.
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system-generated recommendation. Even within the artifice of the 
experiment, participants who viewed a peer-based recommendation 
reported higher play intentions. As current knowledge on the 
mechanisms of effect of online recommendation systems would 
suggest (Cheung et al., 2009; Ashraf et al., 2018), this influence was 
fully mediated by source credibility – at least when no other variables 
were considered. A small effect from recommendation source on 
intention to play was found even when source credibility was included 
only when interest to play and attitude toward the game were also 
included. These variables preceded exposure to the recommendation 
stimulus, so including them in the additional linear regression might 
have made an additive positive effect of the peer recommendation 
visible next to its mediator, source credibility. Again, since just 
recommendation source was manipulated and the final effect was 
quite small, this finding throws up more questions than the current 
study can answer. What is clear is that for the low-involved participants 
of the current study, system-generated recommendations are not 
very persuasive.

The interaction effect between source of recommendation and 
persuasive intent frames found in the additional analyses provides 
further evidence for the position that participants were looking for 
information about WDtCCtR to make their decision whether or not 
to play it. Having a peer recommend a game that was previously 
explicitly advertised as persuasive feeds into perceptions of 
recommendation source credibility. In this and previous findings, 
entertainment and persuasive intent frames seem to act as cues; they 
are not necessarily sufficient by themselves to shift attitudes, but are 
taken into account together with other cues offered simultaneously or 
subsequently. When these cues are congruent, their aggregate effects 
give would-be players more certainty in their decisions.

There is a complex set of relationships between individual 
variables like attitude toward gaming in general and evaluations of the 
game as well as with self-reported play behavior in the one-week 
follow-up. Intention to play is likely to be the result of a combination 
of cues about the game and assessments where those cues are coming 
from. Looking beyond intention to play, complexity grows even 
further. When tested separately, intention to play WDtCCtR was 
positively related to one’s efforts in subsequently putting in effort to 
play the game. When the full range of variables that was measured 
during this study were taken into account, it turned out that it was 
actually the attitudes someone holds toward gaming in general, rather 
than interest in or intention to play, that predicted the likelihood that 
someone tried to play this game. A potential explanation for this could 
be that participants ‘played along’ with the study’s artificial texts and 
phony recommendations, but that only those participants who already 
had a prior interest in gaming held onto that interest after the study 
was over and real life resumed. Support for this explanation comes 
from attitudes toward gaming positively predicting interest and 
intention within the study as well. Frequent players were more 
interested in the game regardless of cues, and it was that contingent of 
participants who demonstrated affinity with the medium that was 
more likely to actually try WDtCCtR.

Finally, we found that none of the variables included here could 
predict players’ attitudes toward migrant workers or refugees. As this 
was not a study that exposed players to the actual game as part of its 
manipulations, this finding cannot be taken to mean WDtCCtR is not 
effective in changing players’ attitudes. It does mean that the cues that 
were tested here did not evoke more interest among potential players 

who were already invested in this issue beforehand. The two 
remarkable findings were that attitudes toward gaming in general and 
interest in the game itself both predicted willingness to help migrant 
workers and refugees. The two had opposite effects, though; those with 
more positive attitudes toward gaming displayed less willingness to 
help – even though they were more likely to have tried out the game 
– while interest in the game itself correlated positively with this same 
variable. Considering the complexity of these relationships and (again) 
the small effect sizes noted, it is not prudent to connect the negative 
relationship to a broader pattern of socio-political disengagement 
among frequent gamers (Bacovsky, 2021), but this finding does 
highlight that persuasive games’ target audiences and actual player 
bases still tend to exist in the overlap between those who might 
be  interested in the game itself or the topic, and those who are 
interested in the medium of gaming regardless of what messages they 
might hold.

4.2. Implications

4.2.1. Theoretical implications
The current study provides tentative evidence in favor of a link 

between eudaimonic play motivations – a largely unexplored set of 
motivations favoring meaningful and reflection-inviting content over 
more straightforward entertainment fare (Daneels et al., 2021a) – and 
interest in persuasive games. While the strategy to hide persuasive 
intent through clever design features (Kaufman and Flanagan, 2015) 
is clearly valid in some respects, the current study suggest that it is not 
the only viable strategy to get players to engage with persuasive games. 
Indeed, explicit communication about persuasive intent can make the 
game more interesting because of this, as players might try to satisfy 
their curiosity about what the game could be saying about a specific 
topic. It is an open question whether this is due to the sight of a game 
(of all things) broaching sensitive socio-political issues representing a 
novelty for audiences whose prior contact with persuasive gaming was 
limited to Dumb Ways to Die (Metro Trains Melbourne, 2016), or 
whether it represents an ongoing shift in the culture and image of 
gaming whereby players are learning to expect more meaningfulness 
from their games (Similar to the shift in attitudes toward gaming 
described by Kneer et al., 2018). The finding that people who have 
more affinity with gaming also display less willingness to help does not 
necessarily refute the latter possibility.

Looking more closely at the findings surrounding the game 
descriptions, it is likely that congruence in messaging plays an 
important role in players’ ideas about and attitudes toward persuasive 
games. Congruence is implicated in framing messages causing positive 
assessments of a persuasive game, as well as with eWOM when it 
comes to perceptions of obtrusiveness. This makes it somewhat more 
difficult to advise on further experimentation with frames, as the 
current study’s messages seem to have been judged holistically. 
Inconsistent framing elements could dampen effects from 
manipulations that would be viable in a fully controlled setting.

Finally, the interest that people have in gaming as a hobby is 
related in complex ways to how people engage with persuasive games. 
While identities of game players might be broader than ever before 
across the history of the medium (Howe et al., 2019), they are often 
still directly tied to being a consumer of the entertainment gaming 
industry (De Grove et al., 2015). If an experience strays too far from 
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the fuzzy boundaries of ‘core gaming’, players might face rejection 
from peers in highly normative (and fiercely gatekept) online spaces 
(Chess and Paul, 2019). Current findings speak to this culture in one 
form and deviate from them in another. Yes, players expressed more 
of an interest in WDtCCtR than non-players, but they were also more 
likely to be apathetic to the topic the game centered on. This points at 
a discrepancy between the use of gaming to promote pro-social 
attitudes and behaviors. A deeper understanding is needed on the 
differences between the audience a game targets and the audience a 
game attracts in practice.

4.2.2. Practical implications
Extrapolating from this study’s findings, we would advise that 

developers are more forthcoming about their games’ intent. There is a 
growing group of people who are interested in playing games that 
pertain to real-world topics and issues, or who at least are not shying 
away from games that advertise these issues outright. There is some 
leeway for those looking to market persuasive game experiences; texts 
can either emphasize their persuasive intent or present the game as 
any other entertainment game. However, aside from any ethical 
misgivings one might have about the latter tactic, the optimal outcome 
the current study points to is one in which games are presented in a 
congruous way as offering a deeper experience with ties to real-
world issues.

In this study, we focused on games published on the independent 
gaming platform Itch.io. Though we did not look to include Itch.io’s 
regulars in the current sample, findings relating to attitudes toward 
gaming in general do tentatively point out that developers cannot rely 
on the tools these platforms offer alone when it comes to lending their 
project visibility to its target audience. First of all, it might be that the 
target audience diverges from gamers in the traditional sense. Itch.io’s 
player base clearly enjoys more diverse gaming experiences, but that 
does not mean they will be open toward persuasive games. Second, 
hosting a game on Itch.io places it among a fluid catalog of games that 
compete for attention of those browsing the platform. Unless people 
are specifically looking for keywords relating to the topic, there is little 
that separates “poem/game” experiences like WDtCCtR from 
thousands of entertainment games. Shifting focus from developers to 
platform holders, we would recommend focusing efforts to improve 
visibility of games by improving affordances for eWOM. Peer 
recommender systems are seen as more impactful than automated 
messages with personalized recommendations.

4.3. Limitations and recommendations

One of the major roadblocks to understanding the real-world 
impact persuasive games have is the tendency for validation research 
to center on captive audiences (Jacobs, 2021). Even though the current 
study did focus on the period between seeing a game and wanting to 
play it, it still employed a captive audience of study participants. Less 
than half of those players would select the persuasive game over a 
similar entertainment game, and less than a fifth of study participants 
ultimately sought out the game after the study ended without being 
asked to do so. If research into this aspect of persuasive gaming is 
continued, an ideal situation would be to perform online A/B-style 
testing directly on platforms. Different textual frames and other 
potential attractors could be explored for new visitors to a game’s page. 

Including more than just a simple log of what attractors make it more 
likely a game is actually played is challenging (on ethical and practical 
levels), but there is no doubt this would lead to more externally 
valid insights.

The approach of the current study centered the potential agency 
of developers and platform holders, rather than the experiences and 
motivations of players. The article can therefore only speak on how 
persuasive games might appeal to individuals who are already 
browsing the catalog of games on Itch.io and similar platforms. 
Judging from the finding that players who liked games in general were 
also more likely to play WDtCCtR, one could argue that more frequent 
users of these platforms would more readily select a persuasive game 
over an entertainment-centered one. However, evidence for this is not 
conclusive. To fill this gap, future research could involve more of the 
player’s journey. This includes understanding how gaming motivations 
(Holl et al., 2021) might relate to the selection process, but also to 
delve deeper into the seemingly growing sense players have that games 
gratify eudaimonic needs (Daneels et al., 2021a).

The current study’s effect sizes were small. While these might 
be indicative of a small real-world effect, the manipulations used here 
might have been a factor as well. To stay close to the short descriptions 
found on game pages on Itch.io, attraction texts were written 
succinctly, with just a few words and phrases differing between 
conditions. Moreover, only the texts were manipulated, with identical 
visuals being used for the entertainment and persuasive game. 
Stronger manipulations could be embedded in, for instance, video 
trailers for a game. An audiovisual presentation might hold viewers’ 
attention for longer, though of course care must be taken to avoid 
introducing new confounds.

Next, the stimuli were constructed around one specific persuasive 
game. The choice for WDtCCtR was made for various reasons (some 
of which are listed in the Materials and Methods section). Of course, 
the focus on a very specific example of one type of persuasive game 
limits generalizability in some respects. Further research should 
explore which topics do not suffer from reactance as a result of 
obtrusiveness and explicit persuasive intent, and which do. As an 
example of the latter, advergames’ emphasis on sales and brand 
attitudes might unilaterally benefit from obfuscation of 
persuasive intent.

Even though the current study is situated in the landscape of 
persuasive game validation research, it does not put us in a position 
to speak to the effects of WDtCCtR on players. Some of the complex 
findings relating player’s prior attitudes to interest and self-reported 
play behavior might translate to a validation setting. However, that in 
itself is not proof. These variables are clearly (at least partially) 
influenced by other factors that were not measured here. We would 
advise a qualitative investigation into the experiences people have 
when browsing for games on platforms like Itch.io. This would help us 
identify which factors might also play a role in this complex decision-
making process.

Finally, the current study made use of a convenience sample. 
While the stimuli and measures were chosen and constructed around 
the population this study sampled from, the sample is not 
representative of this population. More research on representative 
subsets of the population is needed to understand the appeal of 
persuasive games for a wide audience of natural players, as well as to 
understand whether the mechanisms of frames and recommendations 
translate to the population as a whole. The influence of persuasive 
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intent frames, specifically, might be highly dependent on digital skills 
and media literacy, factors which vary widely across groups of people. 
It is important to note, though, that persuasive games also tend to have 
defined target populations. Any follow-up research should find a 
balance between games’ intended players, issue relevance, and those 
populations who might benefit the most from engaging with this kind 
of persuasive communication.

5. Conclusion

The objective of this study was to chart the decision process 
potential players go through before they start playing a persuasive 
game called ‘Why did the chicken cross the road?’ that is available for 
free on gaming platforms. Two elements commonly found on these 
platforms were manipulated; the way a text can draw attention to the 
intent of the game to provide hedonic or eudaimonic gratifications or 
to persuade its players, and how such a game can come recommended 
by an automated system or by electronic word-of-mouth. Attitudes 
and behaviors were assessed at three points: interest was measured 
after reading attract texts and choosing for the game or an 
entertainment-focused alternative, intention to play was gaged after 
receiving a recommendation for the same game, and a final 
measurement asked respondents whether they played the game 1 week 
on from exposure.

The outcomes speak to different effects of frames and 
recommendations; frames seem to function as cues that are necessary 
but not sufficient in isolation, while game recommendations coming 
from a peer elicit greater play intention than automated versions. 
Interest and play intentions were strongest when frames and 
recommendations combined in a way that made the persuasive game’s 
intent explicit. One week after exposure, the manipulated variables no 
longer had an impact on whether or not respondents would seek out 
the game to actually play it, though a small minority of respondents 
still did so after their interest was piqued during the study. 
Respondents who had stronger affinity with games were more likely 
to try playing the game but were also more likely to be less willing to 
help in the real world.

One of the ways in which persuasive games could attract players is by 
earnestly stating their goals upfront. Respondents in conditions where 
intent was clearest did not react negatively to these stimuli and in fact were 
more likely to select the persuasive game over a comparable entertainment 
game. At the same time, the results speak to a discrepancy between the 
target audiences of persuasive games and avid players who might 
be roaming gaming platforms looking for content that entertains but that 
does not necessarily have to have a deeper meaning. Focusing on what 
happens before a play session is vital to understand the impact a 
persuasive game can have, and the current study allows for cautious 
optimism about the roles entertainment delivery platforms can have in 
bringing these games the audiences they are made for.
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