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ABSTRACT
This article critically analyses the representational practices of serious 
(video) games that focus on refugees. It argues that the technological 
form of serious games can simulate the historical, political and 
socio-economic factors that shape why refugees leave their home 
country and their experiences when travelling to host countries. 
They are able to mobilise intellectual agendas which challenge the 
de-contextualised representations of refugees typical in traditional 
media. As such, they challenge players to critically reflect on the 
complexities of refugee experiences and politics, thereby presenting 
a potential to move away from grand emotional discourses of pity 
and compassion.

Introduction

Public representations of human vulnerability call on spectators – predominantly in the 
Global North – to form ‘a community of interest with the oppressed and the exploited’, 
according to Arendt’s definition of solidarity.1 Critical debates centre on how these public 
images conjure up ideas of distant others and of humanity at particular times and in par-
ticular places.2 This can have ‘real world’ consequences on the responses, attitudes and 
behaviours of Western spectators, including levels of charitable donations, support for NGOs, 
public policy, activism and the formation of a global civil society or a cosmopolitan public.3 
Therefore, this work needs to be part of the mainstream of development research, rather 
than marginalised as peripheral to the ‘real work’ of development.

However, studies highlight how visual representations of human vulnerability, and refu-
gees in particular, often rely on decontextualised, apolitical and simplified narratives about 
why people leave their home countries and possible solutions.5 Common tropes are the 
orientalising and dehumanising portrayals of refugees as victims, which rely on grand emo-
tional discourses that evoke sentimentalities of pity and compassion for suffering others.6 
This can entrench problematic hierarchies between the Global North and Global South, and 
can catalyse short-lived responses such as donations to refugee charities, which does not 
address the economic and socio-political factors that cause people to flee their home 
countries.7
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2   G. SOU

Discussion of the representation of human vulnerability has been grounded in analysis 
of images. This article seeks to expand this debate by exploring how the technological form 
of different media shapes the representational practices of suffering distant others, and the 
potential effects this may have on spectators. In particular, this paper explores serious video 
games that focus on refugees. Serious video games are distinct from mainstream commercial 
video games that are principally designed for entertainment. Although the definition of 
serious games is a contested one, they are widely defined as games designed to facilitate 
sustained learning, knowledge acquisition and to encourage activism.8 Serious games that 
focus on refugee issues have been launched by a diversity of organisations from international 
development organisations such as the United Nations Higher Commission for Refugees 
(UNHCR), international non-governmental organisations (iNGOs), grassroots activist groups, 
news media outlets and private companies.

This article begins with a critical review of the public representations of human vulnera-
bility, focusing on the decontextualised narratives that tend to be created, and the prob-
lematic affects these representations can have on spectators. The article then draws on 
serious games literature to lay out a theoretical approach for analysing the representational 
practices of video games. This draws on Bogost’s work on procedurality and procedural 
representation.9 Following this, the paper applies this theoretical framework to analyse the 
representational practices of three refugee serious games: Frontiers: Welcome to Fortress 
Europe;10 Cloud Chasers: Journey of Hope;11 and Against All Odds.12

The article makes two interrelated arguments. First, that the technological form of video 
games allows them to construct sophisticated messages about the political, social, economic 
and historical factors that shape refugee processes that are often marginalised in public 
representations. In this way, they challenge the decontextualised narratives that tend to 
dominate in other media such as fundraising campaigns, social media, film, photography 
and news. Second, that video games have distinctive rhetorical power because their tech-
nological form allows them to retain highly complex narratives, but also remain highly learn-
able and understandable for users who may not be familiar with refugee issues.

Although this article focuses on video games in particular, it is revelatory because it 
demonstrates that technological form can significantly shape the representations of human 
vulnerability, and in ways that have potential to address key critiques of public representa-
tions of refugees. As such, this paper sets out to illuminate the limitations of public rep-
resentations of refugees and point to serious games as a potential avenue to address some 
of these concerns. The paper also demonstrates a need for scholars working on the visual 
politics of human vulnerability to engage more critically with the technological form of dif-
ferent media, and how this shapes representational practices. This is an increasingly impor-
tant and inescapable area of concern for such scholars given the increasing use of alternative 
technologies such as video games and virtual reality by organisations working on or inter-
ested in refugee issues.

Media representations of refugees: simplification and grand emotional 
discourses

Critical discussions about the media representations of human vulnerability, including ref-
ugees, has centred on analyses of the visual and textual representations constructed in TV, 
film, social media, the news and NGOs’ fundraising and advocacy campaigns.14 These 
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THIRD WORLD QUARTERLY   3

conversations highlight the tendency to rely on aesthetics of suffering, which can decon-
textualise and simplify why people flee their native homes, and how this can be addressed. 
There is a tendency to rely on highly emotive imagery that depicts refugees at their most 
personal and vulnerable moments in order to depict a sense of tragedy and the raw ‘reality’ 
of human suffering.15 A common trope is to focus on children, women, the elderly and those 
who are injured or sick, which convey ideas of helplessness, as they tend to be internationally 
recognised as ‘symbols of distress’.16 This is because they are deemed to be passive and 
having less agency, and are therefore ‘more deserving’ of our sympathy and support.17 A 
notable and infamous illustration of this approach was that the photo taken of the dead 
body of Aylan Kurdi, a small Syrian boy who washed ashore in Turkey.18

There is also a reliance on images of large groups of people. A report on the media rep-
resentations of migratory movement states:

There is a tendency, both among many politicians and in sections of the mainstream media, to 
lump migrants together and present them as a seemingly endless tide of people who will steal 
jobs, become a burden on the state and ultimately threaten the native way of life.19

This inevitably portrays refugees as lacking any individualising features, because people are 
aggregated into large abstract groups e.g. refugees. This ultimately homogenises refugees, 
and denies them their personal experiences, voice and identity.20

Public representations tend to strip refugee issues of their context as they mobilise apo-
litical and ahistorical explanations about why people leave their countries, and the con-
straints and challenges they face during journeys and when they arrive to new countries.21 
Refugees are simply seen to exist as there is marginal engagement with the broader structural 
factors that insidiously and gradually force people to flee their homes. This naturalisation of 
refugees again constructs vulnerable people as ‘ideal’, victims of a situation that is beyond 
their control.22 Simplification is not entirely surprising as the processes that shape refugee 
issues are complex and would require communication of broader processes including capital 
accumulation, dispossession, exploitation, oppression, commoditisation, privatisation, lib-
eralisation, market-led agrarian reform, debt crisis or structural adjustment programmes.23 
That is, topics which are difficult to distil and convey in an engaging and legible way via 
media texts which may be limited to a single image, a two-minute fundraising campaign,  
a 140 character tweet, a 90 minute feature film or a 500 word newspaper article for 
example.

This lack of engagement with the complex interplay of social, political and economic 
factors that shape refugee experiences and issues means that the causes and solutions to 
so-called ‘refugee crises’ become severely filtered into simplistic narratives that are sanitised 
of sufficient complexity. Additionally, in suppressing the political, historical and socio-eco-
nomic factors that shape refugee issues, media representations lack a level of reflexivity 
about the limits of interventionist projects to promote sustainable social change.

Additionally, media representation are often much more to do with the Western audience 
than the actual lived experience and accuracy of these representations.24 Rather than invok-
ing feelings of solidarity with distant suffering others, which can incite long-term acts towards 
social change, they invoke grand emotional discourses of guilt and indignation, or empathy 
and gratitude.25 This emotion-oriented process is associated with short-term participation 
in developing issues by Western spectators, typically through donations to charities. However, 
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4   G. SOU

donation to charities does not address the structural relations that so heavily influence the 
causes and solutions to refugees. 26 Furthermore, it ultimately constructs a reductive binary 
and palliative care relation between supposed Western saviours and helpless others, which 
reinforces the unequal power relations reminiscent of the colonial legacy.27

Against this background this article now introduces serious games. This is followed by a 
review of their technological form and how it shapes their representational practices.

Serious games

Abt coined the term ‘serious game’ when discussing card and board games.28 Despite the 
introduction of technological and computer devices, his definition is still relevant. He argues 
that serious games have an explicit and carefully thought-out educational purpose and are 
not intended to be played primarily for amusement.29 Digital serious games can be played 
on video game consoles or computer tablets; many are freely available to play online. The 
target age groups of serious games are preschool, elementary school, high school, college, 
adult and senior. These games have a diverse player audience which includes those who 
rarely play any kind of game and those who dislike, or even avoid, playing video games.30 
Serious games have received considerable academic attention within pedagogical and psy-
chological studies, and the most frequently occurring outcomes are knowledge acquisition, 
content understanding and affective and motivational outcomes.31

A problem with the term ‘serious game’ is that there appears to be a contradiction as the 
terms ‘serious’ and ‘game’ may seem to be mutually exclusive. However, serious games do 
not try to distinguish themselves entirely from entertainment as there is not a binary between 
seriousness and entertaining: it is acknowledged that entertainment can tackle complex 
issues and titillate audiences.32 Regarding the term ‘game’, there are difficulties in defining 
what constitutes a game. A useful definition is that of Michael and Chen who describe games 
as: ‘a voluntary activity, obviously separate from real life, creating an imaginary world that 
may or may not have any relation to real life and that absorbs the player’s full attention. 
Games are played out within a specific time and place, and are played according to estab-
lished rules’.33

Serious games allow learners to explore situations that are impossible to experience in 
the ‘real world’ for reasons of safety, cost or time. Ratan and Ritterfeld categorise the driving 
force that makes a game serious and not simply entertainment into  six areas: academic 
education, occupation, health, military, marketing and social change.34 This article focuses 
on games for social change, and there are now dedicated institutes and international move-
ments such as the Serious Games Institute,35 Games for Change36 and Persuasive Games37 
that specialise in creating digital games for social change. The current study explores the 
representational practices of serious games that focus on refugees. These games tend to 
aim to educate users about the complexity and challenges of refugee experiences, journeys 
and politics. Players can learn about these issues when playing the game according to the 
games’ rules of engagement. Examples of serious refugee games include: Papers, Please;38 
Against All Odds;39 My Life as a Refugee;40 The Migrant Trail;41 Darfur is Dying;42 Cloud Chasers: 
Journey of Hope;43 North;44 Zaytoun;45 On the Ground Reporter: Darfur;46 Food Force;47 and 
Frontiers: Welcome to Fortress Europe.48
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THIRD WORLD QUARTERLY   5

Possibility spaces, procedural representations and procedural rhetoric

Representations within video games are not solely constructed through words and images, 
but also through their simulation of processes; a process known as procedurality.49 
Procedurality refers to the way that social processes and systems are designed and con-
structed in video games so that players can explore them. Bogost argues that when video 
games represent things, whether earth invading aliens or a border crossing, they do so by 
designing and establishing computational models of these topics that are governed by rules 
of play and engagement.50 These models are smaller abstracted versions of a complex system 
that explain the logic of how something works or should work. In video games, these models 
are oriented towards human experience and players take on roles that are designed to 
simulate some type of experience and which makes us play a role in accordance with some 
logic.51

Procedural representation differs to textual or visual representation because processes 
are used to represent ‘real world’ processes that players explore through play. This form of 
representation cannot be captured in media such as TV, poster campaigns and literature 
that only visualise and describe processes. Therefore, procedural representation can only be 
encoded into media that allow the execution of processes, such as videogames and virtual 
reality. As such, procedural representation is the result of conscious decisions made by pro-
grammers when deciding on the rules rather than the images and letters of the game.52 If 
video games are understood in this way, it is possible to begin decoding and deliberating 
the purposive arguments that they create.

Procedural representations are located within video games’ ‘possibility space’. The possi-
bility space is a term that is used to understand games, whether video games, board games 
or playground games. It denotes the space that a player can navigate when playing the 
game. Through the gamification of social issues, gamers explore these topics when they 
navigate the possibility spaces of video games through play.53 Exploration of this space is 
permitted by the movements and actions that a player can take and which are permitted 
by the rules of the game. Typically, a game provides players with a limited number of possible 
actions and its game play consists of their iteration. For the real-time strategy genre, these 
possible actions tend to include gathering resources, building and commanding units, 
whereas typical procedural forms for first-person shooters are movement, shooting and 
taking cover. Within these possibility spaces the player can explore multiple narratives and 
pathways in relation to a particular issue, as there is no one set narrative or pathway that a 
player must take.54 Instead the narrative that a player explores is dependent on choices and 
actions taken by the player. This differs to TV, film and novels, which tend to adopt linear 
storytelling, whereby the audience can only imagine the possibility spaces that take place 
outside the dominant narrative.

Video games also have procedural rhetoric, which refers to the ways that the representa-
tion (or simulation) of social processes make persuasive arguments. Just as verbal rhetoric 
is the practice of using oratory persuasively and visual rhetoric is the practice of using images 
persuasively, procedural rhetoric is a general name for the practice of authoring arguments 
through the modelling of processes.55 This is achieved not only by persuasive narrative and 
graphics, but also on the level of game play, by shaping and limiting a player’s interaction 
with the simulated reality through computation and execution of processes. Playing a video 
game with procedural rhetoric requires exploring the possibilities that are authored in the 
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6   G. SOU

rules of the game, not necessarily because these processes represent ‘reality’, but because 
they make arguments about how a process, such as healthcare, migration or aid distribution, 
works or should work for example.56 This allows people to understand how social systems, 
institutions and issues function. Procedural rhetoric seeks to alter behaviours and opinions; 
however, it avoids teleological persuasion as it relies on communicating ideas in innovative 
and expressive ways when demonstrating how a system works in the ‘real’ world. Therefore, 
procedural arguments require their players to critically disassemble them and come to their 
own conclusions. In this way, they are persuasive rather than being discursive in the 
Foucauldian sense of constituting part of an apparatus that supports ideas that must be 
internalised by a person.57

Serious games about refugees

This section introduces the three case serious games of this research. Against All Odds was 
developed by UNHCR, Frontiers by a non-profit arts group and Cloud Chasers was a commer-
cial for-profit venture by a private company. The games were played critically, and the 
researcher applied an extensive textual analysis to unpack the hidden messages and rhetorics 
that are proceduralised in the games. Their similarities in game player format and content 
make them useful cases for this research. To understand how serious games represent ref-
ugees, games which focus most closely on refugee experiences were chosen. For example, 
all three are role-playing video games that focus on the journey of refugees across borders 
– both fantastical and ‘real life’ borders. Papers Please, Food Force and On the Ground Reporter 
focus on border control officers, humanitarian aid workers and journalists, respectively.

The three games are made up of multiple and discrete stages where the player carries 
out different tasks. Playing the different tasks allows the research to critically unpack the 
distinct and different procedural rhetorics that are embedded into each of the mini tasks, 
which provides a large set of data to analyse. This game format is not present in other games 
such as The Migrant Trail and Darfur is Dying or On the Ground Reporter. Finally, all three are 
interesting because they give emphasis to the personal identities and experiences of refu-
gees, which allows the research to illustrate how serious refugee games challenge and speak 
back to mainstream media narratives of refugees. In contrast, games such as Food Force, The 
Migrant Trail and Darfur is Dying do not do this. As such, all three games are revelatory 
because they mobilise procedural representations and procedural rhetoric about refugee 
issues within their possibility spaces. Furthermore, they demonstrate how the technological 
form of video games allows them to embrace and communicate the complexity behind 
refugee experiences, politics and identity.

Against All Odds is freely available online and was played on a desktop. Cloud Chasers was 
downloaded on the Apple App Store for £3.99 and played on an iPad. To run Frontiers on a 
desktop, it was necessary to download and set up a Steam account, and to download and 
pay for the Half-Life 2 application. Frontiers is an online multiplayer game; however, in order 
to play with other people, a local area network (LAN) party had to be set up. The researcher 
invited five other people with game compatible consoles to establish a LAN connection 
between the devices using a shared router. The researcher played Against All Odds and Cloud 
Chasers for 45–60 min, 30 times. However, because the researcher was reliant on other people 
to play Frontiers, it was only possible to play this game seven times. However, each play 
lasted for 2–3 hours. Multiple plays allowed the researcher to make different choices each 
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THIRD WORLD QUARTERLY   7

time the game was played. This ensured data was gathered about how different player 
choices shape the outcome of the game, and it allowed the researcher to explore the multiple 
narratives and routes proceduralised in the games. The researcher completed all stages and 
mini games in Against All Odds; however, to investigate Cloud Chasers and Frontiers, com-
pleting two stages, which include several mini tasks, allowed sufficient engagement with 
the game in order to unpack their different procedural rhetorics. To supplement playing the 
game, the researcher also watched gameplay walk through and game commentary videos 
of Against All Odds,58,59 Frontiers60 and Cloud Chasers on YouTube.61

Before beginning discussion of the three case games, it is important to bear in mind that 
there are serious refugee games that do not create a procedural rhetoric and which continue 
to decontextualise refugee issues. A notable example is Darfur is Dying, which was launched 
in 2006 by the Music Television University.62 Players control a Darfurian refugee who must 
forage for water in the desert and try to avoid being captured by the militia group, Janjaweed. 
However, the Darfurian character is inevitably captured and placed in a refugee camp, where 
the player must ensure their character eats and receives first aid for example. The game 
makes a political statement by proceduralising the challenging experiences of Darfurians. 
The game raises awareness about the situation in Darfur, but it fails to construct a procedural 
rhetoric about the political and historical events that created the conflict and why conflict 
resolution is so challenging as a result. Therefore, Bogost suggests Darfur is Dying oversim-
plifies an incredibly complex conflict, which is typical of the decontextualised narratives in 
traditional media.63

Cloud Chasers: A Journey of Hope

The Switzerland-based game studio, Blindflug, design games that ‘centre around complex, 
real world dilemmas’ and ‘believe, that games are an incredible medium of letting players 
experience the most complex of problems as they are playing’.64 In 2015 they released a 
mobile game, Cloud Chasers: A Journey of Hope, which was inspired by the so-called 
Mediterranean refugee crisis 2015/2016. Cloud Chasers tells the story of a father who is a 
corn farmer (Francisco) and his daughter (Amelia) who must survive in a world where Earth 
is almost completely dry. In hopes of a brighter future they begin a journey to Spire, a city 
that promises refuge and life, and where only the privileged are allowed to live. As the player, 
you must navigate Amelia and Francisco through five stages, which are five different deserts 
full of dangers. After each stage, you enter a different city where the characters can rest and 
visit the town shop and the healer before setting on to the next desert. Players must monitor 
the characters’ water, and use their glider to fly and harvest water from the clouds in the sky, 
a task that is not easy because of the Cloud Harvesters that are sent to collect water and will 
attack Amelia and Francisco.

Although Cloud Chasers is set in a fantastical world, encoded into the game are several 
procedural rhetorics. The first of these focuses on the difficult choices and circumstances 
that refugees typically face en route to host countries. Francisco and Amelia’s story is centred 
on choices, some of which are more innocuous than others. Depending on what you choose, 
the outcome will be different. Throughout the game, the two protagonists come across 
various hidden items, such as medication, empty houses, abandoned trucks and other people 
seeking refuge. You must decide whether you will help other refugees, and which items are 
worth taking and which to leave behind. This element of the game play forces the player to 
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8   G. SOU

consider the consequences of one’s actions by embedding ethical messages in its proce-
duralisation of refugee experiences. For instance, in stage three you encounter two refugees 
who are in need of water, and you must decide whether to spare the little water you have, 
or to keep it for yourself. If you decide to share your water, this increases the likelihood that 
the characters will die from dehydration later in the game. Therefore, the decisions that the 
player takes also affect the characters’ health, hunger and mood levels – all elements that 
the player must maintain throughout the game and which are indicated to the player 
through the dialogue between Amelia and Francisco. As such, Cloud Chasers is interesting 
as it proceduralises and constructs a procedural rhetoric about the vulnerabilities and emo-
tional states, including anxieties and sadness, of refugees.

Cloud Chasers also centres on proceduralising the personal histories and personalities of 
the two characters. This is explored through encounters with other refugees, the protago-
nists’ diary entries and the interaction between Francisco and Amelia, which includes the 
bedtime stories Francisco tells. This is interesting as it challenges mainstream media rep-
resentations of refugees that focus on ‘mass movements’ of people, which obscure the iden-
tities, voice and individuality of refugees. Through these rhetorical processes, Cloud Chasers 
aims to persuade players to read the experiences of refugees in a way and from an angle 
that is often silenced in public representations. That is, it confronts players with the very 
personal challenges and emotional state of refugees.

Frontiers: Fortress Europe

Frontiers is an online game that was produced by Austrian artist group ‘Gold extra’ in 2015. 
It is a multiplayer game for up to 16 players, where one party is made up of refugees that 
are predominantly unarmed and who are trying to either cross a specific area (typically a 
border) or escape a raid situation. The other party, which mainly consists of security and 
military personnel, may use all necessary force to prevent the passage of these migrants. As 
a player, you must decide whether to play as a refugee or border control personnel. As a 
refugee, you must travel from Sub Saharan Africa to London. As a member of the border 
control forces, you must try to stop the movements of refugees by arresting them and send-
ing them back to their home country, or you can choose to shoot and kill a refugee.

All players are presented with information about the political and socio-economic situ-
ation in the countries that refugees are leaving, as well as the personal histories of individual 
refugees. This is presented through static images of refugees that are accompanied with 
biographies. Players controlling migrants face up to four border situations on their route: 
leaving North Africa, entering Europe via the Spanish port city Ceuta and departing 
Rotterdam where the player must ensure the migrant enters a container ship to London, 
where the refugee may face border control for a final time. Players of refugees will be chal-
lenged by a variety of obstacles and scenarios that proceduralise the struggles that refugees 
are forced to deal with en route to host countries. As with Cloud Chasers, players must main-
tain refugees’ wellbeing, health and safety by making decisions such as where and when 
they will sleep, and what they will eat. The game also proceduralises feelings such as sadness 
when loved ones and fellow refugee players die. Through timed mini tasks, where refugees 
must try to avoid or escape from border control officers, the game creates a procedural 
rhetoric of the desperation, stress and urgency that refugees face.
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THIRD WORLD QUARTERLY   9

For those playing as border control officers, you are regularly confronted with the personal 
narratives of migrants, which you are asked to consider when deciding whether to let the 
person escape, arrest them or shoot them. As such, Frontiers produces a persuasive proce-
dural rhetoric that immigration laws are not universally correct across time and space, and 
that individuals may be forced to choose between their personal moral codes and govern-
mental regulations of immigration. Additionally, for each refugee that is killed, a white dove 
– symbolising the human rights index – will gradually turn from white to red in the left-hand 
corner. Interestingly, if you decide to shoot a refugee, all players controlling border control 
officers will have points deducted, and that player will have to undergo extra training. 
Through this, Frontiers is able to create a procedural rhetoric about collective forms of respon-
sibility as well as the accountability that individual border control officers have to one 
another.

Against All Odds

Against All Odds was developed in 2007 by UNHCR, and it has been released in 10 languages. 
The UNHCR decided to develop a web-based serious game, in order to reach a large number 
of young people, which would require no distribution costs and minimal marketing costs. 
The game works to teach players ‘the importance of treating refugees with tolerance and 
respect’ by ‘letting you experience what it is like to be a refugee’.65 The player takes the role 
of a refugee, which may be an adult man or woman. The player must choose a name, and 
then is presented with three stages (‘War and Conflict’, ‘Border Country’, ‘A New Life’) that are 
each broken down into four mini games that the player navigates through. The game begins 
in the refugee’s home country, proceduralises the refugee’s exit from their home country, 
then follows them along their journey through border countries to a foreign society, where 
they struggle to integrate into society.

The mini games in Against All Odds have several procedural rhetorics about different 
refugee experiences. For instance, mini game four in ‘War and Conflict’ focuses on the escape 
routes that refugees take when exiting their home countries. Players cannot fly out of the 
country because the refugee lacks financial resources, nor are they able to take a boat as it 
is full. Inevitably the player must choose to exit on the back of a truck, but the truck is full 
and so they must decide whether to leave behind their family, friends or neighbours. 
Following this, the player is told that the driver’s price is too high and you are given the 
option to barter. Despite this, it soon becomes clear that the refugee has little leverage and 
so you must decide whether to pay the asking price or choose another route. As such, this 
mini game mobilises procedural rhetoric about the difficult decisions and dilemmas that 
refugees must confront when exiting their country, as well as their constrained financial 
resources which limit their power and flexibility when travelling.

Other procedural rhetorics focus on refugee experiences in places that are foreign to 
them. For example, in mini game two, in the ‘Border Country’ stage, the refugee avatar arrives 
at a refugee reception centre where the player is up against a two-minute timer to find an 
interpreter who will help them with language difficulties. There are clues to find the inter-
preter; however, they are spoken or written down in a language that you do not understand. 
In mini game four of ‘Border Country’, the refugee avatar starts school in a new country. The 
teacher and classmates talk to you, but in a language that you do not understand. As the 
player, you are given options of how to respond and you must guess which to choose. 
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Inevitably, some of the answers the player chooses are inappropriate answers to questions, 
and which expose the refugee’s lack of understanding to the rest of the class. These mini 
games create procedural rhetorics about the cultural difficulties of arriving to a new country, 
in particular, the confusions, frustrations and barriers that are created when a refugee does 
not speak the local language. Mini game one in ‘Border Country’ is also notable. Players 
control the refugee character to find shelter for the night in an unfamiliar border town. Whilst 
searching, the refugee encounters xenophobic comments and hostility from locals who are 
unwilling and/or afraid to help the refugee. In this way, the game creates a procedural rhet-
oric about the stigmatisation and marginalisation that refugees can encounter when arriving 
in foreign countries.

Playful contextualisation of refugees: critical reflection on intellectual 
agendas

All three case games place the player in the first-person position, and construct a persuasive 
procedural rhetoric about the complicated scenarios, challenges and decisions that refugees 
face. The aim of this is to force the user to experience the perspective of a refugee, face 
dilemmas and observe what can happen when certain decisions are made. However, pro-
cedural representations remain representations and they do not attempt to perfectly sim-
ulate ‘real’ experience of suffering others. As Belman and Flanagan argue, ‘[g]ames are 
frameworks that designers can use to model the complexity of the problems that face the 
world and to make them easier for the players to comprehend’.66 Thus, the technological 
form of video games is able to embrace the complexity of refugee issues. For instance, the 
case games demonstrate the ability of serious games to proceduralise and persuade players 
about the personal identities, voice and histories of suffering others. This signifies a shift 
away from the homogenisation of suffering others into abstract groups of voiceless, faceless 
and nameless peoples.67 Silverstone argues that this personalisation of suffering people 
foregrounds vulnerable people’s agency and dignity, which reduces the distance between 
spectator and suffering others.68 However, serious games are able to avoid exaggerating 
suffering others’ agency to influence refugee politics and experiences, which can redistribute 
responsibility onto vulnerable others. This is because the structural constraints on refugee 
behaviours and choices can be foregrounded and proceduralised in the rules of the game.

The case games also demonstrate how serious games can expose users to new experi-
ences that can help them to gain information about the causes and solutions to refugees. 
These complex narratives are facilitated by their large possibility spaces, which allow them 
to challenge players’ perceptions and understanding of refugees by constructing a persuasive 
procedural rhetoric about the personal challenges and constraints that they face when leav-
ing their home countries. In particular, the games represent refugees’ movements and expe-
riences as a complex process fraught with political, socio-economic, ethical, practical, 
personal and logistical challenges. In this way, the case games signify a shift away from victim 
oriented and orientalising portrayals of suffering others in the Global South. Of course, this 
is not true of all serious games that address refugees, and the discussion of Darfur is Dying 
demonstrated this. However, it is critical to recognise that serious games’ large possibility 
spaces afford game designers the opportunity to represent refugee issues in more sophis-
ticated ways that can make claims about the particular interrelations between social pro-
cesses, the causes and solutions of refugee processes, the limits of interventionist projects 
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to address refugees, and/or how society might benefit by changing the rules.69 Therefore 
the technological form of video games provides potential to challenge simplistic and hegem-
onic narratives about refugees.

Cinematic representation also often embraces complexity and can help chart a chronol-
ogy about refugee experiences and highlight its contextual constraints.70 However, films 
tend to adopt linear storytelling, whereas players of the three case games are able to navigate 
multiple stories/pathways and encounter more holistic contextualisation of refugee pro-
cesses and experiences. As such, serious games can make visible the stories that are often 
marginalised or completely obscured in other popular culture media. For example, and as 
discussed above, the games do not suggest that the solution to refugees is simply a matter 
of more aid money – an argument mounted by many fundraising campaigns. Instead they 
construct a procedural rhetoric that addressing the causes and solutions to refugees is a 
protracted and complicated process that involves multiple actors.

Therefore serious refugee games are not solely dependent on visceral imagery and the 
invocation of emotional discourses of guilt, pity and sentimentality in order to establish 
emotional connectivity and proximity between spectator and sufferer – tactics that are often 
used in other popular culture representations of refugees.71 In this way, serious games can 
challenge players to use their agency to critically reflect on the intricacies and challenges 
of refugee issues, and to make choices that must be considered in light of a mosaic of factors 
when navigating different ‘levels’, scenarios and tasks.72 The shift towards outwards reflection 
on refugee processes can be understood as a form of reflexive particularism, whereby there 
is deliberative cognitive reflection that asks players to rely on their individual judgement as 
they decide for themselves what the problem is, what the solution is and what their personal 
role is in the ‘real world’. The fact that, unlike other media, computer games give players the 
sense that they are ‘co-creators’ of the game, which makes serious games a forceful discursive 
space and practice, with real enough power to influence the terms in which people think 
and feel.73 This reflects serious refugee games reliance on persuasion rather than didacticism. 
This is significant because it is important for Western audiences to be engaged in a long 
conversation about the complexity surrounding refugee experiences if they are to avoid 
misrecognition of the root causes, and if an ethical discourse on public action is to be 
mobilised.

Critical engagement with the causes and solutions to refugees is also important because 
there is evidence that Western audiences have become increasingly literate and cynical of 
media representations of suffering others that focus almost exclusively on human misery, 
agony and/or death. For instance, Hutchison et al. and Tallon and McGregor argue that many 
popular representations of human vulnerability and suffering continue to maintain a status 
quo that assumes three key ideas about Western audiences.75 First, that they insufficiently 
understand refugee issues; second, that they do not wish to engage with the complexities 
of refugee processes; and third, that they are only receptive to representations that evoke 
intense emotions such as fear, pity, guilt and hope. As such, media representations can 
patronise audiences and maintain the reproduction of simplistic and emotive images, texts 
and narratives about distant others.

However, serious refugee games have the potential to address this problem because their 
technological form allows them to confront players as individuals who want to engage with 
the complexity of refugee issues. The intellectual agendas that are mobilised by serious 
refugee games challenge Western audiences to reflect critically on the myriad of factors and 
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challenges related to refugee processes. By creating a simulated environment, the player 
can potentially step away and think critically about those problems.76 In foregrounding 
complex procedural representations of refugee issues as well as the personal identities and 
histories of suffering others, audiences are asked to recognise the complex stories of social 
injustice, by showing that suffering others act within – and are constrained by – broader 
structures that produce global injustices.77 This is not to say that serious refugee games avoid 
generating empathy and other emotional responses to suffering others. Rather, this research 
argues that the procedural rhetorics in serious refugee games do attempt to influence the 
emotions of players, but that this is attempted through discourses of social injustice. In this 
way, their focus on social injustices is progressive in the field of media representations of 
suffering others because they are not solely dependent on apolitical and sentimentalist and 
grand emotion-oriented discourses of suffering and indignation, which are associated with 
audiences’ short-term responses such as charity donations.78 This is noteworthy because 
previous research states that discourses based on social injustices have potential to invoke 
feelings of solidarity and galvanise more long-term engagement with the politics of suffering 
others.79 Nevertheless, the actual impacts on player audiences are still unknown, and are an 
important line of inquiry for future research.

However, if an individual is presented with complexity, then one must ask whether this 
renders serious games too difficult and frustrating for people unfamiliar with refugee issues. 
This is where serious games are particularly valuable because they are able to communicate 
complex ideas in an accessible way to audiences.80 Pedagogical and psychological studies 
have shown that knowledge acquisition and content understanding are among the most 
frequently occurring outcomes of playing serious games and there are three principle rea-
sons for this.81 First, serious games are able to create immersive worlds that intrigue and 
engage players. This draws players into challenging learning experiences and motivates 
them to continue, often for long periods of time. Second, problems in serious games can be 
well ordered. In particular, early problems and scenarios are designed to lead players to form 
good guesses about how to proceed when they face harder problems and more complex 
ideas later on in the game. This ensures players are not overwhelmed with too much infor-
mation at once. Third, serious games are often designed to be within players’ ‘regime of 
competence’. That is, challenges are difficult and complex, but they are pleasantly frustrating 
because players receive feedback on their progress. This process makes players feel that 
their efforts are paying off and encourages them to continue playing.82 In sum, serious games 
make complex ideas highly learnable, and they motivate people to continue playing.

Conclusion

Within the literature on representations of human vulnerability and refugees in particular, 
focus has typically been on visual and verbal representations that are encoded into imagery 
and oratory. This article adds to this literature by introducing serious games. It shows that 
the technological form of serious games allows them to mobilise sophisticated and intel-
lectual agendas that proceduralise the political, economic, social, cultural and historical 
processes surrounding refugees. If done carefully, this simulation gives serious games a 
procedural rhetoric about refugee processes, including the causes, solutions and constraints 
to refugee experiences and politics. As such, serious refugee games may be viewed as a 
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response to current problems with the ways that refugees are represented in traditional 
media.

Furthermore, serious games are able to communicate multilinear storylines, which allows 
players to encounter multiple and alternative narratives about refugees that are often fore-
closed in the linear storytelling modes typical of traditional media. Reflection on sophisti-
cated and complex accounts of suffering distant others allows Western audiences to critically 
explore complex dimensions of refugee issues and to recognise the social injustices which 
cause people to leave their home countries, and their experiences en route and when arriving 
to host countries. With this in mind, serious games present potential to move away from 
emotionally charged social relationships between spectators and sufferers, and towards the 
prospect of galvanising Western audiences to engage in ‘alchemical’ long-term public action 
concerning refugees.83 Of course, the current study is unable to draw any conclusions on 
this, and so I suggest a need for further research into the particular effects that serious ref-
ugee games have on end-users.

Further to this, pedagogical and psychological studies show that the video game form 
has significant impact on players’ knowledge acquisition, content understanding and affec-
tive and motivational outcomes.84 This is not only because games are engaging, but also 
because they are uniquely able to present complicated ideas in a more accessible and under-
standable way because of the ways that people learn through play, regardless of their pre-
vious knowledge of the particular topic at hand. Therefore, it is important that Western 
audiences develop the ability to understand and critically unpack their messages – to dissect 
what they are arguing, both explicitly and implicitly. With this, players can consent to, contest 
or discard them in their day-to-day lives. A literacy of procedural representations is particu-
larly crucial because video games are a uniquely persuasive medium, and because Western 
society is increasingly embracing procedural media such as video games and virtual reality 
within the development industry.85

Lastly, serious refugee games present scholars of media representations of human vul-
nerability with a plethora of questions yet to be explored. Most notably, there is a need for 
further empirical research on the representations within current serious games. Do their 
messages differ depending on the organisations that are creating them? How and why? 
Relatedly, the three case games are produced by an international organisation, a not for 
profit activist group and a commercial for profit company. This raises questions around the 
likely market and outreach impacts of the games, as well as ideas around the commodifica-
tion of solidarity with refugees, which speaks to Chouliaraki’s work on post-humanitarian-
ism.86 Certainly, the question of who is playing these games and the affects they are having 
on users is of central importance, and further research here can answer questions around 
the actual potential of refugee serious games to encourage user engagement with the pol-
itics of refugees, rather than short-term engagement in the form of charity donations for 
instance. Other questions concern who is behind the scenes working to create storyboards 
and construct computational models of human vulnerability and related experiences and 
processes? This inevitably raises a question about the inclusion of vulnerable others when 
creating these games. The problem of bringing in the voice of suffering others is a constant 
challenge within the representations literature; however, it is a necessary step in the process 
towards more ethical representations and to overcome the paternalistic North–South rela-
tionships that often arise if portrayals of the Global South are left in the hands of those 
residing in the Global North.
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