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Abstract

Nowadays, an increasing number of videogames have incorporated cultural heritage ele-
ments that belong to a wide variety of regions. This has prompted a growing body of aca-
demic research regarding this topic. This paper presents the results of a systematic literature
review, investigating how different aspects of cultural heritage are represented in entertain-
ment videogames. A thematic analysis of 80 publications was conducted, categorising the
studied cultural heritage elements into tangible and intangible themes of cultural heritage.
Our review revealed that existing publications have extensively explored the representation
of tangible cultural heritage in games, especially architecture and artefacts. In contrast, the
representation of intangible cultural heritage has received significantly less attention, such
as religious rituals, folklore, and symbolic references. Moreover, we observed that game de-
signers tend to select cultural heritage elements familiar to their target audiences, which lied
in depictions of historical periods, notable historical figures, and architectural styles. Finally,
this review highlights gaps in current research including a narrow focus on certain game
genres and a lack of in-depth study on the representation of intangible cultural heritage.
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Videogames have long been the subject of societal debate, often conceptualized
as a superficial medium that lacks the artistic depth and cultural significance at-
tributed to other forms of creative expression, such as music and film (Ebert, 2010).
However, this perception has been challenged in recent years, as videogames have
evolved to encompass greater social and cultural depth, supported by advance-
ments in computer technology. With increasingly sophisticated visual design and
narrative complexity, many entertainment videogames—which are those digital
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games played on electronic systems primarily designed for enjoyment and engage-
ment rather than educational and serious purposes—now engage with meaningful
themes and offer profound, emotionally resonant experiences (Klimmt & Possler,
2019; Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Possler et al., 2021).

One significant area where videogames have evolved is in the representation of cul-
tural heritage. The rich and diverse cultural heritage of humankind has become a
prominent resource for game developers, allowing videogames to offer more mean-
ingful interactions by immersing players in narratives that reflect historical and cul-
tural identities (Camufias-Garcia et al., 2023). Research has shown that the repre-
sentation of cultural heritage in media not only promotes national identity but also
enhances players' sense of cultural belonging and provides eudaimonic experi-
ences, where players feel deeply moved and connected to the content (Edney, 2015;
Fung, 2014). As videogames continue to grow as a medium for cultural expression,
game scholars have increasingly highlighted the culturally relevant experiences they
can offer through the representation of cultural heritage (Shaw, 2010; Klimmt &
Possler, 2019). These representations allow videogames to go beyond mere enter-
tainment, fostering an enriched interaction with cultural history and identity.

This paper presents a systematic literature review focused on the academic investi-
gation of how cultural heritage is represented in entertainment videogames. Previ-
ous literature reviews have covered this topic, but they lacked a specific focus on
publications of entertainment videogame content. For example, Khan et al. (2020)
focused on literature studying cultural heritage represented in both serious games
and entertainment games, and Marques et al. (2023) included studies of game con-
tent, player groups, and game technology regarding the representation of cultural
heritage. In this literature review we specifically focused on publications investigat-
ing entertainment videogames with game content analysis as their methodology.
This purposeful focus assists in highlighting the state of the art of academic research
regarding the representation of cultural heritage in entertainment games.

The analysis included a total of 80 publications that were published between 2005
and 2022 and stored in Scopus and was guided by the following research question:
What aspects of cultural heritage represented in entertainment videogames have been
investigated within the academic realm?

Cultural heritage and its dimensions

In this section we define and conceptualise the concept ‘cultural heritage’ and how
it is understood within the scope of this study. According to UNESCO, cultural herit-
age encompasses legacies that carry social, historical, and aesthetic meanings,
which contribute to the identity and continuity of communities. These legacies can
be divided into both tangible and intangible forms (UNESCO, n.d.-a; UNESCO Insti-
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tute for Statistics, 2009). UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2009) defines tangible cul-
tural heritage to be physical artefacts, structures, and locations that can be found in
different types of environments, lands, waters, and spaces. In contrast, intangible
cultural heritage refers to the non-material aspects of culture, such as rituals, tradi-
tions, performing arts, social practices, and other forms of knowledge and expres-
sion that are transmitted through generations (UNESCO, n.d.-b).

For the purposes of analysing cultural heritage in videogames, it is important to
adopt a structured framework that captures both tangible and intangible dimen-
sions. Balela and Mundy (2015) proposed a theoretical model that facilitates the
analysis of cultural heritage representation in videogames by distinguishing be-
tween these two dimensions. Their framework organizes cultural heritage into four
thematic categories: arts and artefacts, environment, people, and history (see Ap-
pendix 1 and figure 1). By employing this framework, we are able to systematically
examine how different dimensions of cultural heritage - whether through physical
objects, landscapes, historical narratives, or cultural practices— have been analysed
in the existing academic literature on this topic. This approach enables us to assess
the breadth and depth of existing academic literature on the representation of cul-
tural heritage in entertainment videogames, also helping to identify how cultural
heritage has been represented and understood in the context of entertainment vid-
eogames.

Tangible Dimensions

No [ Limited Satisfactory | Significant
Evidence | Evidence | Evidence Evidence

Arts and | Architecture;
Artifacts Sculpture;
Visual Image;
Documents and
Writing;
Performance
Arts;  Clothes;
Design  Ethos;
Other Arts

Environment Places of Scenic
Interest;
Landscape

People People

History Historic ~ Sites;
Historic
Artifacts;
Historic People

Intangible Dimensions

Arts and | Language;

Artifacts Music; Folklore

Environment Climate

People Behaviour

History Religion;
Customs; Time;
Ages

Figure 1. Dimensions of cultural heritage proposed by Balela and Mundy (2015).
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Methodology

For the purpose of this research, a systematic literature review was conducted. To
uphold the credibility of this systematic review, we followed the Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) outlined by Page et al.
(2021, p. 5) (see Figure 2). The systematic review was conducted through May to July
2023, and it encompassed a collection of 80 publications published between 2005
and 2022.

Identification Screening Included
Records identified Records screened (n= Reports sought for Reports assesed for Studies included in review
from: Scopus 2000) — retrieval —> eligibility —> (n=80)
Databases (n= 7274) (with the assistance of (n=152) (n=107)
ASReview) l l
l Reports not retrieved
Records excluded (n=46) Reports excluded:
(n=5174) by ASReview + Mandatory "relevant"
(n=1848) by researcher label in ASReview (n= 4)

» Too little discussion
regarding game content
(n=6)

+ Pure theoretical
discussion with no actual
game example research
n=7)

*» Research on serious
gaming and educational
elements (n=9)

Figure 2. PRISMA flow diagram.

Data research

The sampling process for this systematic review began with the development and
execution of a search protocol. Scopus was selected as the primary database due to
its expertly curated database (Page et al., 2021). The search string used was (culture*
OR heritage OR “cultural heritage” OR “cultural elements”) AND (game* OR “mobile
game*” OR “videogame*” OR “digital game*"). The search string was designed to in-
clude various aspects of cultural heritage and different genres of videogames. After
testing different combination of keywords, this resulted to be the most efficient to
identify studies exploring the intersection of cultural heritage, representation, and
videogames. In the identification phase, the research string was used to search
within titles and abstracts of the publications from Scopus. We limited our search to
the specific domains of social sciences (including psychology), arts, and humanities,
because we were interested in papers focused on the meaning and interpretation
of the representation of cultural heritage in games. We therefore excluded studies
from other disciplines such as computer sciences, as these are more focused on
technical aspects of these representations. No year limitation was included. We ex-
ported the yielded results from Scopus at the last date of search on March 27%, 2023.



Que, De La Hera and Jansz ¢ From Tradition to Interaction 279

This stage yielded 7274 results, including articles, book chapters, review articles, and
books.

In the second phase, we screened the 7274 publications by applying three inclusion
and exclusion criteria. Firstly, only publications related to representation of cultural
heritage in videogames were included. Secondly, considering the language skills of
the complete research team, only studies written in English, translated to English, or
summarised in English were selected. Thirdly, only studies targeting entertainment
videogames were selected. Lastly, only published articles, books, and book sections
were included. Other formats, such as blogs, online newspaper articles, and website
pages, were excluded.

To facilitate the screening process, we employed ASReview LAB (v.1.1), a machine
learning tool designed to assist with literature screening (ASReview LAB Developers,
2023). After uploading the entire set of publications to ASReview LAB, we manually
labelled a subset of publications as "relevant" or "irrelevant" based on our inclusion
criteria. ASReview LAB then used this labelling history to generate a ranked list of
potentially relevant publications, which were presented for further manual review.
The program continually learned from our decisions, allowing us to focus on the
most relevant studies without needing to screen all 7,274 results. After reaching a
saturation point—where the majority of publications presented by the tool were
consistently labelled as irrelevant—we concluded the screening process, having re-
viewed the titles and abstracts of approximately 2,000 publications. The screening
process resulted in 157 publications labelled as “relevant”. Of these, 107 publications
were accessible for full-text download. The first author was responsible of the
screening process, the results of each phase of the screening process were reviewed
by the other two authors.

After reading through these full texts, we excluded 27 publications for the following
reasons: four were deemed irrelevant despite being initially marked as "relevant” by
ASReview LAB, six provided limited discussion of game content, seven were theoret-
ical without specific game research, and nine focused on serious or educational
games. Ultimately, 80 publications were selected for inclusion in this study. The data
collection was conducted during March and April 2023, covering publications from
2005 to 2022.

Data analysis and operationalisation

The theoretical framework for our method of data analysis was drawn from Balela
and Mundy (2015) as explained in the previous section. Based on the framework, we
constructed a codebook for data analysis. The codebook consists of two main di-
mensions of cultural heritage, namely tangible and intangible ones. However, we
also found several categories and examples that are not appropriate in the theoret-
ical framework from Balela and Mundy (2015). In concrete, although UNESCO con-
siders natural heritage as part of cultural heritage, this aspect of cultural heritage is
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not contemplated in the theoretical framework proposed by Balela and Mundy,
which is focused on aspects related to the representation of cultural identity, history,
and traditions. Additionally, some examples of cultural heritage provided in the cat-
egorisation proposed by Balela and Mundy (2015) were reassigned to more appro-
priate categories considering UNESCO'’s definition of tangible and intangible cultural
heritage. In concrete, we moved “performing arts” under the tangible Arts and Arte-
facts category to the intangible one. The final codebook focused on three key as-
pects under each dimension: history, arts and artefacts, and people (see Appendix
2 for codebook examples). Besides this, we have also coded the countries of the
corresponding author’s affiliations, the methodologies used in the studies analysed
as well as types of games analysed in these publications to understand the state of
the art in the field.

We employed thematic analysis as the primary method for analysing the data, fol-
lowing Braun and Clarke’s (2022) six-phase process: (1) becoming familiar with the
dataset, (2) coding, (3) generating initial themes, (4) developing and reviewing
themes, (5) refining and defining themes, and (6) writing (Braun & Clarke, 2022). We
uploaded the selected publications onto Atlas.ti (v.8.4.5.), a qualitative data analysis
software, and conducted a close reading of each publication. Relevant information,
particularly from the discussion and analysis sections, was marked according to the
codebook. Then, we gathered all the topics and organised them, classifying the
codes into sub-themes such as historical times, after which we summarised all the
sub-themes into themes according to our codebook. The first author was responsi-
ble of the coding process, the results of each phase of the coding and analysis pro-
cess were reviewed by the other two authors.

Results

The results presented in this section are structured according to the modified ver-
sion of the theoretical framework of Balela and Mundy (2015). A detailed coding tree
with the references of all reviewed publications is presented in Appendix 3. This sec-
tion will start with a discussion of general results, and then it presents the identified
themes, sub-themes and topics of cultural heritage discussed in the literature.

General results: Research location, methodology, and game genres

Firstly, this section provides an overview of the sources analysed in this study, in-
cluding the countries of the corresponding authors' affiliations, methodologies
used, and types of games chosen as the body of research in these publications.

Regarding the countries where the studies were conducted (see Figure 3), most of
the reviewed publications were conducted in countries in Europe (44/80), while
other studies were conducted in Australia (10/80), North America (17/80), and Asia
(2/80). This suggests that researchers affiliated with European institutions show
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greater academic interest in the topic of cultural heritage representation in video-
games. Our thematic analysis showed that the authors in these regions did not nec-
essarily study the local cultural heritage. Their choice of targeted cultural heritage
was based on the reputation of the targeted videogames and the popularity of well-
known cultural heritage elements in games. Within the wide range of regions with
significantly rich cultural heritage, European cultural heritage, such as Nordic Euro-
pean mythology and architecture, has been the largest source of academic scrutiny.
Moreover, modern American culture is another centre of academic attention for the
popularity of Grand Theft Auto series. Meanwhile, representation of Asian cultural
heritage is understudied, such as Japanese and Chinese culture.

Asia oth4ers
3
North America
17
Total number
80 publications
Europe
47
Australia
13

Figure 3. Continent distribution of author affiliations among included studies.

Secondly, in terms of the methodologies used, qualitative game content analysis was
the most common methodological approach in the reviewed publications, including
visual analysis (e.g., Lopez, 2021), discourse analysis (e.g. Locke & MacKay, 2021;
Sisler et al., 2022; Wills, 2021), narrative analysis (e.g. Cole, 2022; Locke & MacKay,
2021; Young, 2016), and textual analysis (e.g. Krzywinska, 2006; Nijdam, 2021;
Zabecki, 2019). A few other selected studies were theoretical in focus, using game
content analysis for clarification of their theoretical position (e.g. Balela & Mundy,
2016; Zeiler & Thomas, 2021). This shows that qualitative research method was still
the preferred method used in game content analysis.
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Lastly, as for types of games being investigated in the reviewed publications, Role-
Playing games (RPG) and Real-Time Strategy (RTS) games were most frequently an-
alysed (68/80). Furthermore, the reviewed studies mainly opted for Triple-A games
produced by leading studios as their body of research, while only a few articles (3)
focused on indie games (LaPensée, 2021; Nacher & Jankowski, 2021; Nijdam, 2021).
Additionally, the selected studies primarily chose games released on PC and con-
soles as their body of research, such as PlayStation, Xbox, and Nintendo Switch,
while a small portion of the publications (3) in our selection focused on mobile
games (e.g. Li, 2021). This result shows that the academia still focuses largely on PC
and console RPGs. Meanwhile, there is an academic gap in studying videogames re-
leased on other platforms, such as mobile games.

Tangible heritage: Touchable traces in the virtual world

This section focuses on studies that explored the tangible aspects of cultural herit-
age. Within this theme, we have identified three sub-themes: history, populations
and arts and artefacts (see Table 1, for details see Appendix 3).

1. Tangible Cultural Heritage

1.1. Arts and artefacts

1.1.1. Architecture (10) 1.1.2.  Weapons (7) 1.1.3.  Others (3)
1.2 People

1.2.1. Indigenous residents (7) 1.2.2.  Racial diversity (6)

1.3. History

1.3.1.  Historical figures (6) 1.3.2.  Religion (12)

2. Intangible cultural heritage

2.1. History
2.1.1.  Time (41) 2.1.2.  Mythology (24)
2.2. People

2.2.1. Indigenous diversity- morality and 2.2.2.  Racial diversity- morality and behav-
behaviour (5) iour (5)

2.3. Arts and artefacts

2.3.1.  Language- indigenous language (3) 2.3.2. Others (3)

Table 1. Quantitative summary of selected paper (sort by the number of articles belonging
to each sub-theme).
Historical representation: Icons and beliefs in digital spaces

Based on our theoretical framework, the historical tangible cultural heritage in-
cludes physical architecture, buildings, figures, and sites of historical significance.
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Within this section we identified two topics studied in eighteen publications that fall
within this sub-theme: historical figures and religion. Also, under the topic of reli-
gion, we identified two sub-topics: religious gods and the Bible.

Historical figures: Designing familiar heroes for global audiences

Six publications (6/18) have investigated the manifestation of historical figures in
videogames, generally conducting visual analysis and narrative analysis to deter-
mine which historical figures were represented. Examples of these are the study of
the representation of Yip Man and Chunli in the Chinese version of Temple Run 2
(Dong & Mangiron, 2018) and the study of the fictional adaptation of Abe no Seimei
in Onmyoji (Noh, 2020). Different from the people sub-theme in the next section, this
sub-theme refers to the people who have historical significance and recognisable
reputation. Hence, this result contributes to the differentiation between historical
figures and population in the modified theoretical framework. Yao and Chen (2022)
concluded in their visual analysis that to familiarise players with the characters in a
short time period, it is convenient to design a gameworld that borrows character
design from history, and such implementation usually took place in Multiplayer
Online Battle Arena Games (MOBA games). It is a game genre that presents real-
time combats between players with a base of characters (also called heroes) to
choose from. This facilitates the representation of historical figures in MOBA games.

Additionally, several studies also concluded that the decision of which historical fig-
ures to be included in the games was based on their targeting markets. For example,
Dong and Mangiron (2018) investigated the Korean mobile game Hello Hero: Epic
Battle (SKYWALK, 2023). Their study implied that Hello Hero: Epic Battle (SKYWALK,
2023) included characters from the famous Chinese literature Journey to the West
when designing its Chinese version, such as the Tang Sanzang. The discussions of
the historical figures sub-theme stressed the vital role of gamers’ acknowledgement
to history in the consideration of game design. Game designers tend to depict his-
torical figures that are familiar to players, enabling players to develop a sense of
connection and engagement.

Religion in games: Holy Characters and selective sacredness

In the analysed literature, we also identified ten publications (10/18) that included
the discussion of the representation of tangible aspects of religion in videogames. A
range of sub-topics were discussed, with two of them standing out in the publica-
tions, which were religious gods and the Bible. The discussion of the depiction of
gods is related to the representation of holy characters in mythical stories, while the
discussion of the Bible includes tangible elements inspired by the Bible (e.g. Bain-
bridge & Bainbridge, 2007; Sisler, 2017).

Firstly, ten studies identified various approaches to portray gods in videogames, and
they mainly conducted visual analysis. Gods in videogames were mostly found to be
unreachable, holy, and virtuous. These sacred characters were represented as pow-
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erful and helpful roles but still with a distance (Bainbridge & Bainbridge, 2007; Hem-
mann, 2021; Xidakis, 2022). For example, Bainbridge and Bainbridge (2007) indi-
cated in their research of the game Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, The Witch, and The
Wardrobe (Traveller's Tales, 2005), that the reborn Christ figure Aslan was not inter-
actable, creating a sacred distance from him to the players. Contrastively, another
approach of representation studied in the selected literature is creating a down-to-
earth image of gods with human-like emotions. For example, Bainbridge and Bain-
bridge (2007) indicated that Greek gods in God of War (Santa Monica Studio et al.,
2005) were represented in a complex way with meaningful links to love, familial ties,
and losses. This indicates the huge freedom that designers have when portraying
fictional cultural elements in terms of their personality and storyline.

Another sub-topic related to religion was the representation of the Bible in video-
games, which was explored by two studies (Bainbridge & Bainbridge, 2007; Sisler,
2017). There are several references in the analysed literature where videogames
borrowed tangible content from the Bible to be represented in their virtual worlds.
For example, some fictional weapons utilised by game protagonists were found to
be based on the descriptions in the Bible (e.g. Bainbridge & Bainbridge, 2007; Zeiler
& Mukherjee, 2022). Bainbridge and Bainbridge (2007) identified several uses of
weapons in the game Constantine (Bits Studios, 2005) that were inspired by the Bible,
including for example a pistol with its bullet from Damascus and holy water gre-
nades. Hence, it is found by the selected publications that designers only pick up
random elements that are suitable for depiction and mix them into videogames.

Populations: Indigenous residents and racial diversity

The tangible dimension of population involves the representation of diverse groups
of people in videogames, and it also includes the choices made in depicting these
populations through character design (Balela & Mundy, 2015, 2016). Within this
theme, we identified two topics discussed in thirteen publications: indigenous resi-
dents and racial diversity. Within this sub-theme, a total of six publications studied
the representation of Native Americans within videogames, with an additional focus
on European indigenous Sami residents in a study by Nijdam (2021). Additionally,
the representation of two specific groups within the topic of racial diversity were
discussed in six articles: Black people and Asian people. These topics are the most
prominent results under this sub-theme and are therefore complementary to the
modified theoretical framework.

Indigenous residents: Nostalgia and marginalised voices in game narratives

Indigenous residents used to receive limited attention from mainstream media in-
dustries, and the game industry is no exception (Nacher & Jankowski, 2021). How-
ever, there are still scholars who dedicate themselves to understanding the depic-
tion of this group of people in entertainment videogames. Altogether seven publica-
tions (7/13) discussed the inclusion of indigenous residents, discussing both indie
games and Triple-A games. Several researchers noticed that the narratives of the
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games analysed in their studies were related to invasion (Bird, 2021; LaPensée,
2021; Nacher & Jankowski, 2021) and the formation of protagonists’ identities (Bird,
2021).

Within the selected literature, two types of game characters representing Native
Americans were discussed: non-Player Characters (NPCs) and protagonists. These
studies showed that the inclusion of indigenous residents is increasing, although it
is still relatively limited. For example, Locke and MacKay (2021) investigated the Pro-
gressive Era in American history (1890s- 1920s), during which an indigenous NPC
was included in the main character’'s camp in Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Stu-
dios, 2018), but no specific interactions were triggered if the players avoided contact
with him. Bird (2021) also highlighted that Assassin’s Creed Il (AC 1ll) (Ubisoft Mon-
treal, 2012) was the first Triple-A game to feature an American indigenous protago-
nist. Connor Kenway, or Ratonhnhaké:ton as his Mohawk name, was the protagonist
in AC Il that was depicted as half-British and half-Mohawk. The Mohawk language
was also integrated in AC /ll (Ubisoft Montreal, 2012).

Three publications analysed indie games representing indigenous residents. For ex-
ample, LaPensée (2021) and Nacher and Jankowski (2021) have discussed When Riv-
ers Were Trails (Indian Land Tenure Foundation et al., 2019) in which Native Ameri-
cans were integrated as both protagonist and NPCs in the game. Nijdam (2021)
pointed out that the visual representation of Sdmi people in Gufihtara eallu (Karpoff
et al., 2018) was limited to vocal narration, giving a sense of nostalgia while saving
budget for visual design. This indicated the great potential of various populations to
be depicted in videogames, and game genre and budget play vital roles in determin-
ing which game elements to be utilised in such representation.

Racial diversity: Evolving depictions and persistent stereotypes

Another topic explored within the theme of population was racial diversity (6/13).
Our analysis of the literature shows that there is a larger representation of Black
and Asian people in videogames compared to indigenous residents. In terms of
Black people, for instance, Miller (2008) and Wills (2021) studied Grand Theft Auto V
(GTAV) (Rockstar North, 2013) where one of the protagonists belonged to the Black
community. Miller (2008) and Wills (2021) noticed that the characters players en-
countered in GTA V (Rockstar North, 2013) were predominantly black, that is of Afri-
can American origin. In contrast, regarding Asian people, only one publication dis-
cussed the representation of them in videogames. Leonard (2003) focused on how
Asian people were portrayed as NPCs, specifically gangster members, in the game
GTA Ill (DMA Design, 2001).

Arts and artefacts: Recreating and reimagining cultural treasures

The tangible aspect of arts and artefacts encompasses art pieces and manufactured
artefacts that people utilise, visit, and become accustomed with. These are culturally
significant, because they reflect or even represent the aesthetic and technical
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uniqueness of cultures (Balela & Mundy, 2015, p. 8). Altogether 20 studies in our
selection explored this aspect of cultural heritage represented in entertainment vid-
eogames, and they mainly employed the methods of visual analysis. Within this sub-
theme we identified that two topics, namely architecture and weapons stood out in
the publications.

Architecture: Iconic monuments as interactive gameworlds

Ten publications (10/20) discussed extensively the representation of historically sig-
nificant architecture in games. For example, Lépez (2021) indicated that the AC se-
ries, such as AC Unity (Ubisoft Montreal, 2014) included architecture that already
gained significant fame worldwide. In addition, these studies discussed various ap-
proaches of how these architectures were represented in videogames. Within these
publications, authors such as Champion (2020) and Lopez (2021) discuss how devel-
opers mainly strived for the direct depiction of famous buildings. According to Lopez
(2021), this highlights how game designers often incorporate historical monuments
into games, because they are easily recognised by players. This was a common phe-
nomenon that occurred mostly in Triple-A games as identified by several publica-
tions (Alcindor et al., 2022; Malegiannaki & Daradoumis, 2017; Mochocki, 2021;
Wright, 2022). The presence of existing architecture in Triple-A games is understand-
able because it requires thorough on-site surveying and historical research to en-
sure an accurate recreation of these existing famous architectures, which is obvi-
ously budget-consuming during game development. According to the analysed pub-
lications, the direct depiction that the developers strived for is not limited to mere
sightseeing landmarks. Instead, these buildings were depicted as locations where
players had to complete missions and could interact with major non-Player Charac-
ters (NPCs).

These studies also addressed how counterfactual details are sometimes purposively
included in the depiction of the buildings. For example, Lépez (2021) paid special
attention to the Notre-Dame de Paris in the AC Unity (Ubisoft Montreal, 2014). Notre-
Dame was represented with its iconic Viollet-le-Duc spire, but the author noticed
that the spire was built during the restoration 1840s, which is fifty years after the AC
narrative taking place. What was highlighted by Lépez (2021) was that the developer
still decided to include the spire, because Notre-Dame would not be recognisable
for the general public without the Viollet-le-Duc spire. The case investigated by
Lopez (2021) stressed the importance of representing iconic and recognisable de-
tails of historical buildings when including architecture in games, even when it was
counterfactual.

Weapons: Historical armaments as tools of immersion

Seven publications (7/20) investigated the representation of another topic of tangi-
ble arts and artefacts, which is weapons. De Groot (2016) and Finney (2017) state
that weapons are typically suitable for being integrated into First-person Shooter
games (FPS) and action games. Among the publications, the weapons being dis-
cussed the most were guns and grenades, which, according to the literature, are
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usually represented together with famous historical incidents, such as the First and
Second World Wars (Finney, 2017). De Groot (2016), for example, highlights how war
games and FPS games tried their best to provide lavish details of military weapons.
Also, in three of the publications analysed it is discussed that weapons are not only
represented during actual simulated war time but could also be viewed in gamers'
storage, which contributes to their cultural relevance (de Groot, 2016; Finney, 2017;
Saucier, 2012). The authors discuss how this provides additional appreciation op-
portunities that are used by military fans to show off their collections. In the same
vein, two publications discussed how such representation significantly broadened
the horizon of gamers who had little military knowledge (de Groot, 2016; Finney,
2017). According to the studies analysed, because weapons are rarely seen in real
life, the representation of weapons is therefore considered to be educational to
players in terms of their parameters and responsiveness.

There were other tangible arts and artefacts discussed in the literature, including
costumes (e.g., Fu & Liang, 2022), board games (e.g., Che & Ip, 2017), and art works
(e.g., Balela & Mundy, 2016). For example, Che and Ip (2017) highlighted the digital-
ised versions of traditional Chinese tangible board games, such as chess and poker.
Within this theme, Balela and Mundy (2016) argued that it is necessary to focus more
in research on how statues and paintings are depicted in videogames.

Intangible heritage: Invisible strings in virtual worlds

The studies reviewed also devoted attention to the representation of intangible fac-
ets of cultural heritage. We identified three sub-themes investigated in the analysed
literature: arts and artefacts (e.g. Cragoe, 2016; Tozoglu & Kuran, 2022), history (e.g.
Krzywinska, 2013; San Nicolas Romera et al., 2018), and people (e.g. LaPensée, 2021;
Young, 2016).

Historical time and religion

Different from the tangible aspect of history which focused on historical figures and
religious works, the intangible elements of history encompass a general understand-
ing of historical time and stories that cannot be depicted with visual images. Instead,
their representations are usually manifested in game narratives and gameworld de-
sign, which is explored in the publications with narrative analysis and discourse anal-
ysis. Within this sub-theme we identified two topics discussed in our sample, which
were time and religion.

Time: Recreating the past, war, and modernity in-game

Altogether 42 studies explored how different aspects of time were represented in
videogames. Within the topic of time, we identified three distinct subtopics: historical
time, war time, and modern time, and the selected literature mostly chose narrative
analysis and discourse analysis to understand the time depicted in videogames.
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Historical time, reflecting time in the past, constitutes a significant component in cul-
tural heritage, because it provides a context to its development (Balela & Mundy,
2016). The representation of historical time is explored across various game genres
and platforms within 28 studies (28/42), ranging from multiple Triple-A RPGs to a
handful of Triple-A strategy games, and from console and PC games to mobile
games. For example, the AC /Il (Ubisoft Montreal, 2012) and AC Unity (Ubisoft Mon-
treal, 2014) as RPG (L6pez, 2021), and Disciples: Liberation (Frima Studio, 2021) as
strategy RPG (Sisler et al., 2022). Regarding the choice of historical era, the analysis
of the literature shows that the storylines of these RPGs were often set in well-known
historical times that would be easily recognised by the general public. For instance,
Lopez (2021) highlighted that the AC series, such as AC /Il (Ubisoft Montreal, 2012)
and AC Unity (Ubisoft Montreal, 2014), utilised settings like the Crusades, the Italian
Renaissance, or the Victorian era.

Another aspect of time studied in the selected publications was war time (10/42).
Finney (2017) illustrated that this was mainly seen in FPS games. Sindel&f (2022) no-
ticed that Western perspectives, especially on World War | and World War II, became
their primary source for battleground design. Our analysis of the literature suggests
that videogames designers incorporate war time and war elements to create recog-
nisable scenarios. Sisler et al. (2022), for example, concludes that the game Disciples:
Liberation (Frima Studio, 2021) withheld a clear historical war background and, in-
stead, revealed the historical war context as memories, traumatising the protagonist
and triggering unusual behaviours. According to Krobova et al. (2023), such imple-
mentation serves to effectively avoid a cliché scenario of battlefield combat in most
war games.

Another aspect of time investigated in four reviewed publications (4/42) was modern
time, which was also mostly seen in RPGs (e.g. Miller, 2008; Van Der Merwe, 2021;
Wills, 2021; Wright, 2022). For example, Wills (2021) investigated how in the GTA se-
ries modern American times were depicted and with what purpose (DMA Design,
2001; Rockstar North, 2013). What Wills (2021) discovered was that the GTA series,
implemented a lavish depiction of Southern California for players to fully immerse
and mimic the capitalist values espoused by huge corporations. This representation
of local lifestyle and the exaggerated parody of modern industries, implied by Wills
(2021), was implemented to reveal social and political issues, including inequality,
and (racial) exclusion. Therefore, modern times, as implied by the selected litera-
ture, is suitable for latently reflecting the reality.

Religious narratives: Mythologies and moralities in gameplay

There were 23 studies also explored the representation of the intangible aspects of
religion in videogames (e.g. Bainbridge & Bainbridge, 2007; Champion et al., 2022;
Krzywinska, 2006; Podvalnyi, 2019), including the representation of mythological
stories and how these stories were incorporated in videogames.
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Firstly, all the publications mentioned that intangible elements in mythologies, such
as storylines, ideologies, and rituals, were used to construct gameworlds. For exam-
ple, Fung and Ho (2015) noticed that several Chinese Massive Multiplayer Online
Games (MMOGs) followed the terms of magic, power, and Immortal cultivation from
Chinese traditional mythic Xianxia (fairies and heroes) and Wuxia (Kungfu and he-
roes) settings. Also, Yoon (2021) noticed that World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertain-
ment, 2004) structured its plot based on a holy war with battles in dungeons and
swamps, which had clearly hinted at some storylines from the Christian Bible.

Secondly, five studies pointed out that games embedded mythology within charac-
ter design and game mechanics. It refers to the fictional character design of charac-
ter powers and characteristics based on mythology instead of the inclusion of real-
istic people that existed in history. For example, according to Yoon (2021), WoW (Bliz-
zard Entertainment, 2004) designed the monsters and protagonists to gain mythical
powers that linked closely to how some religious groups in history worshiped na-
ture.

Behavioural portrayals of indigenous and racial groups

According to Balela and Mundy (2015), the intangible aspect of the sub-theme pop-
ulations consists of the depiction of people’s behaviour in videogames. This aspect
of intangible cultural heritage was present in ten studies of the representation of
the behaviour and moral capacity of indigenous residents and racial diversity in vid-
eogames.

Indigenous behaviours: From victims to resistance in game narratives

In terms of the indigenous residents, LaPensée (2021) indicated that the depiction of
indigenous residents in videogames are usually based on their history of being in-
vaded by foreign parties. Altogether five studies (5/10) investigated how the behav-
iour and morality of indigenous residents were represented in videogames. The
publications discussing these topics concluded that indigenous residents are repre-
sented in games in two different ways. Firstly, Native Americans are found to be
represented mostly as innocent and weak victims (LaPensée, 2021). They are usually
depicted to be vulnerable, in contrast to the invaders that are portrayed as amaz-
ingly powerful. Secondly, another example was studied by Zabecki (2019) who found
a simplistic representation of the political reality of indigenous people fighting back
in Age of Empires Ill: The WarChiefs (Ensemble Studios, 2006).

Racial diversity: Moral capacities and social realities in gameworlds

Our analysis of the selected literature indicated that the representation of racial di-
versity in videogames tends to align with social reality (5/10). Similar to what was
found concerning the representation of indigenous residents, two publications re-
flected on how population of colours were depicted with low moral capacity. As no-
ticed by Chism (2020), a Eurocentric ideology is manifested in several Middle Earth
games where the light-skinned characters were represented as virtuous, while the
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dark-skinned figures were portrayed as vicious. In contrast, it was also found that
some games steered away from this direction. For example, Locke and MacKay
(2021) observed that Rockstar depicted Black characters as less violent than white
characters in Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Studios, 2018) which according to
them served the purpose of satirising toxic masculinity and whiteness in American
history. Additionally, Apperley (2018) found a unique case in the game Victoria: Em-
pire Under the Sun (Paradox Entertainment, 2003). The game offered a degree of
freedom to interact positively with Australian minorities, allowing players to deter-
mine the moral capacity of people of colour.

Language: Underrepresented voices in the digital realm

Balela and Mundy (2016) suggested that the intangible aspect of arts and artefacts
include language, music, and folklore. In the sources analysed in our study the topic
of language occurred and was analysed in three publications only.

Language: The silent legacy of ethnic languages in videogames

Nowadays, English continues to be one of the most prevalent language options in
videogames. This is attributed to the global reach of the English language. Even in
countries known for their strong game-developing capability, such as Japan, game
studios also build games featuring English-speaking characters. Therefore, the study
of languages other than English holds potential for providing insights for cultural
heritage studies in videogames.

Notably, the representation of ethnic languages was a sub-topic within the broader
research focused on marginalised or ethnic groups, and this sub-topic was identified
in three publications. This was manifested in the study of LaPensée (2021) where
When Rivers Were Trails (WRWT) (Indian Land Tenure Foundation et al.,, 2019) was
studied. This game focused on the experience of Native Americans during colonisa-
tion, most of the NPCs in the game are Native Americans. LaPensée (2021) found
that WRWT integrates Anishinaabe language into various scenarios, including greet-
ings, goodbyes, and basic questions, which is a result of the involvement of native
language speakers in the development of this game. Also, noted by Zabecki (2019),
a similar phenomenon of language representation is manifested in other video-
games featuring indigenous people. For example, players are able to control indig-
enous teams who spoke a basic native language in the RTS game Age of Empires Il
WarChiefs (Ensemble Studios, 2006); Huni Kuin: Yube Baitana (Philosophical School of
Games, 2016) is available in mainstream languages and Hatxa Kuin, the language of
the Kaxinawa people.

Discussion and conclusion

This study aimed to explore the aspects of cultural heritage represented in enter-
tainment videogames as investigated in previous academic research. A systematic
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literature review was conducted, analysing 80 scholarly publications. It enabled us
to provide an overview of the state of the art on the study of the representation of
cultural heritage in entertainment videogames. The review showed that existing lit-
erature has investigated the representation of tangible cultural heritage in games
extensively, especially the representation of architectures and artefacts. Contras-
tively, the representation of intangible cultural heritage in games such as religious
rituals, folklore, and symbolic references, was studied far less. This gap in the litera-
ture suggests a need for future research to more extensively address the represen-
tation of intangible heritage in videogames.

Unlike previous studies on related topics, this research contributes to the field of
cultural heritage in videogames by providing results from its unique perspectives.
Similar to Khan et al. (2020), who explored how gamification techniques are imple-
mented to promote cultural heritage, our focus on entertainment videogames also
revealed that tangible cultural heritage received the most academic attention. While
Marques et al. (2023) provided insights from publications related to heritage cate-
gories, gamification design, and techniques, this analysis explicitly examined studies
on entertainment game content analysis regarding cultural heritage representation.
Both Khan et al. (2020) and Marques et al. (2023) observed in their selected studies
that augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) were utilised as novel approaches
for the gamification of cultural heritage. Contrastively, our analysis identified less
instances where AR and VR were emphasised in the representation of cultural her-
itage within the selected literature. Malegiannaki and Daradoumis (2017), who fo-
cused on studies investigating spatial educational games, highlighted the signifi-
cance of the interactive tangible spaces. Similarly, our literature review regarding
entertainment videogames supports this, revealing the importance of interactivity
in game design for representing cultural heritage in gameworld. Additionally, this
study offered insights into other game genres and their approaches to portraying a
systematic categorisation of cultural heritage in the selected publications.

In the realm of tangible heritage, three sub-themes emerged: history, populations,
and arts and artefacts. This review identified that research predominantly focused
on the representation of historical figures, marginalized populations (such as Black,
Indigenous, and Asian people), and artistic depictions of artefacts—both through
direct representation and counterfactual adjustments. These studies reveal a strong
focus on historical accuracy but also expose issues related to biased or stereotypical
representations, particularly concerning marginalized groups.

The analysis on the studies of the representation of intangible cultural heritage in
games revealed a narrower scope of previous research on this matter. Existing stud-
ies focus mainly on the representation of mythology and the portrayal of marginal-
ized groups. We could conclude from the publications that those games either de-
picted the marginalised groups as weak and miserable, or focused on the depiction
followed a socio-cultural stereotypical image of these groups. Moreover, within the
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theme of arts and artefacts, language was the only intangible cultural element ex-
plored, suggesting a significant research gap in other intangible aspects like music,
dance, and oral traditions.

The analysed publications showed a clear focus with respect to game genre and
platform. Genre-wise the research thus far almost exclusively focused on two genres
(RPG and RTS) and rarely discussed games in other genres. Other genres, such as
fighting games, may also be relevant because of their distinctive features of interac-
tivity, which could relate to different ways of representing cultural heritage. Plat-
form-wise it stood out in our results that the selected studies about cultural heritage
mainly focused on games released on PC and consoles, such as PlayStation and
Xbox. However, considering the immense popularity of mobile games, it would be
relevant to analyse next how cultural heritage is depicted on mobile platforms.

The empirical results discussed so far were embedded in the theoretical framework
of Balela and Mundy (2015). Looking back on what our content analysis revealed
about the representation of cultural heritage, we can first conclude that the Balela
and Mundy framework was instrumental in analysing previous research, for exam-
ple with respect to the differentiation between tangible and intangible aspects and
the themes and sub-themes of cultural heritage. Our second conclusion, however,
is that the Balela and Mundy (2015) framework needs to be supplemented. Our re-
search provided more detailed sub-themes with practical examples from the ana-
lysed publications, which should be incorporated in the framework. In addition, our
research distinguished between the sub-theme ‘historical figures’ and the theme
‘population’ to solve the confusion in the Balela and Mundy (2015) framework about
why ‘historical figures' were categorised under the theme ‘history’. This theoretical
addition aims to provide a more solid framework for future studies to probe into
cultural heritage in game content.

While the current study contributes significantly to understanding the representa-
tion of cultural heritage in videogames, it is also limited by its exclusive focus on
English-language publications. Firstly, we only included English language publica-
tions in our database, which meant that our results are mainly based in the English-
speaking academic realm. Other countries, such as China and Japan, are also cradles
and markets of videogames, and these countries have their unique and long-lasting
cultural heritage, to say the least. Therefore, it is academically valuable for probing
into studies conducted and written in Chinese and Japanese languages to gain a
wider understanding regarding the representation of cultural heritage in entertain-
ment videogames. Secondly, the analysis of cultural heritage representation of this
study concluded at the continent level, such as America, Europe, and Asia. Mean-
while, the specific countries of origin for the cultural heritage explored in the se-
lected studies were not examined in detail. Therefore, future research is suggested
to investigate the representation of cultural heritage in videogames at a more de-
tailed level by focusing on individual countries of origin. Lastly, we did not set a time
restriction during the initial searching stage on Scopus, and the most recent paper
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retrieved was published in 2022. Given continuous development of videogames and
cultural heritage study in academia, it is likely that new research perspectives and
relevant videogames are likely to have emerged since then. Hence, we recommend
that future research consider publications released after 2022.

In conclusion, while the academic study regarding the representation of cultural he-
ritage in videogames has advanced considerably, particularly in what respects to the
representation of tangible cultural heritage, significant gaps remain. Future research
should prioritize the exploration of the representation of intangible cultural heritage
and diversify the genres and platforms analysed. Additionally, expanding the scope
to non-English publications is crucial for a more comprehensive understanding of
global perspectives on cultural heritage representation in entertainment videoga-
mes.
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Appendix 1

Tangible Dimensions Intangible Dimensions
Arts and Artefacts Arts and Artefacts
Architecture; Sculpture; Visual Image; Language; Music; Folklore

Documents and

Writing; Performance Arts; Clothes; De-
sign Ethos; Other Arts

Environment Environment
Places of Scenic Interest; Landscape Climate
People People
People Behaviour
Histo .

v History

Historical Sites; Historical Artefacts; His-

. Religion; Customs; Time; Ages
torical People & &

Table 2. Dimensions of cultural heritage in game content raised by Balela and Mundy
(2015).
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Appendix 2

Tangible Dimensions

Intangible Dimensions

Arts and Artefacts

Creative expressions in tangible forms and objects
created by human.

Example: Architecture; Sculpture; Visual Image;
Documents and Writing; Clothes; Design Ethos;
Other Arts

Arts and Artefacts

Creative expressions in intangible forms and
non-physical human culture

Example: Language; Music; Folklore; Perfor-
mance Arts

Population
Example: people, race, ethnicity

Population

Example: Behaviour and morality of people,
race, ethnicity

History
Physical existence of heritage related to history.

Example: Historical Sites; Historical Figures; Reli-
gious characters

History
Non-physical elements related to history.

Example: Religious mythology; Religious Cus-
toms; Time; Ages

General Aspects About the Study

Methodology used

Content analysis, thematic analysis, narrative analysis, discourse analysis.

Type of game analysed in the study

son Shooter games, fighting games,

Tripple A/Indie games

Genre: Real-time Strategy games, Role-Playing games, Multiplayer Online Battle Arena games, First-Per-

Platform: PC (personal computer), console (PlayStation, Xbox, Nintendo Switch), mobile phone

Continents of the corresponding author’s affiliations

Europe, North America, Asia, Australia

Table 3. Codebook for data analysis.
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Appendix 3
Tangible cultural heritage
Arts and artefacts People History
Architecture Indigenous residents Historical figures

(Alcindor et al., 2022; Cham-

pion et al., 2022; Lopez,
2021; Malegiannaki & Dara-
doumis, 2017; Mochocki,
2021; Ramos, 2020; Rosen-
baum, 2012; Wright, 2022;
Yamamura, 2018; Zeiler &
Mukherjee, 2022)

(Bird, 2021; Champion,
2020; LaPensée, 2021;
Locke & MacKay, 2021; Na-
cher & Jankowski, 2021;
Nijdam, 2021; Zeiler &

Thomas, 2021)

(Dong & Mangiron, 2018; Li,
2021; Liboriussen & Martin,
2020; Noh, 2020; Spanos,
2021; Yao & Chen, 2022)

Weapons

(Bainbridge & Bainbridge,
2007; Cole, 2022; de Groot,
2016; Finney, 2017; Robin-
son, 2019; Saucier, 2012;
Watabe, 2021)

Others

(Balela & Mundy, 2016;
Haahr, 2018; Suominen &
Sivula, 2013)

Racial diversity

(Apperley, 2018; Hinton,
2013; Miller, 2008; Mukher-

jee, 2017; Pashchenko et

al., 2021; Wright, 2022)

Religion- religious gods
(Bainbridge & Bainbridge,
2007; de Wildt & Aupers,
2023; Geraci, 2012; Hem-
mann, 2021; Otmazgin,
2021; Podvalnyi, 2019;
Scholtz, 2005; Spanos,
2021; Yoon, 2021; Zeiler &
Mukherjee, 2022)

Religion- bible
(Bainbridge & Bainbridge,
2007; Sisler, 2017)

Intangible cultural heritage

History

People

Arts and artefacts

Time- historical time

(Allison, 2018; Belyaev &
Belyaeva, 2021; Champion,
2020; Champion et al.,
2022; Cole, 2022; de Byl,
2019; de Groot, 2016; de
Wildt & Aupers, 2023;
Finney, 2017; Grever & Van
Nieuwenhuyse, 2020;
Korber et al., 2021;
Krzywinska, 2013; Li, 2021;
Liboriussen & Martin, 2020;
Lopez, 2021; Mochocki,
2021; Naji & lwar, 2013; Ra-
mos, 2020; Rosenbaum,
2012; San Nicolas Romera

Indigenous diversity- morality

and behaviour

(Bird, 2021; LaPensée, 2021;
Locke & MacKay, 2021; Na-
cher & Jankowski,

2021; Zeiler & Thomas,
2021)

Language- indigenous lan-
guage

(LaPensée, 2021; Nacher &
Jankowski, 2021; Zabecki,
2019)
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et al., 2018; Snyder, 2022;
Spanos, 2021; Sukhoy,
2018; Suominen & Sivula,
2013; Tozoglu & Kuran,
2022; Wainwright, 2019;
Yamamura, 2018; Yao &
Chen, 2022)

Time- war time

(de Groot, 2016; Grever &
Van Nieuwenhuyse, 2020;
Krobova et al., 2023;
Mukherjee, 2017;
Otmazgin, 2021; Robinson,
2019; Saucier, 2012;
Sindela¥, 2022; Sukhov,
2018; Zukauskas, 2018)

Racial diversity- morality and
behaviour

(Apperley, 2018; Miller,
2008; Mukherjee, 2017;
Wright, 2022; Young, 2016)

Others

(Foster & Tolbert, 2016; Fu
& Liang, 2022; Miller, 2008)

Time- modern time

(Miller, 2008; Van Der
Merwe, 2021; Wills, 2021;
Wright, 2022)

Religion- mythology
(Andreen 2014; Bainbridge
& Bainbridge, 2007; Bucha-
nan-Oliver & Seo, 2012;
Champion et al., 2022; Cra-
goe, 2016; de Byl, 2019; de
Wildt & Aupers, 2020, 2023;
Geraci, 2012; Harwood,
2022; Hemmann, 2021;
Krzywinska, 2006, 2013;
Noh, 2020; Otmazgin, 2021;
Podvalnyi, 2019; Scholtz,
2005; Sisler, 2017; Spanos,
2021; Tozoglu & Kuran,
2022; Xidakis, 2022; Yoon,
2021; Zeiler & Mukherjee,
2022; Zeiler & Thomas,
2021)

Table 4. Coding tree with references of literature.
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Appendix 4: Search string history

Search string

Number of results

OR “cultural elements”) AND (game* OR
“mobile game*” OR “video game*” OR “digi-
tal game*")

culture* AND game* 7866
culture* AND heritage AND game* 1581
heritage AND game* 2443
(culture* OR heritage OR “cultural heritage” | 7274

Table 5. Search string history.
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