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Abstract. Using as a starting point behavior scientist B.J. Fogg’s conceptual
framework on the role computer technology plays for users, in this paper it will
be argued that persuasion through digital games can be approached from three
different perspectives: digital games can be used as media for persuasion, digital
games can be used as tools for persuasion and digital games can be used as
social actors for persuasion. In this paper, I use four cancer gaming cases to
illustrate how these three different persuasive roles can be used to accomplish
different persuasive goals. The categorization proposed in this paper can serve to
clarify what we mean when we refer to persuasion in relation to digital games
and can be used as analytical approach for the study of persuasive gaming
strategies.

1 Introduction

The persuasive potential of digital games has been proven to be useful to change,
reinforce or shape the attitude and/or behavior of players in several fields such as
advertising [1, 2], pro-social communication [3] or healthcare [4]. However, if we pay
attention to the different academic definitions used for the concept of persuasive games,
and the different categories of persuasive goals studied within this field, it can be
concluded that researchers mean different things when they refer to the persuasive
potential of digital games.

Persuasive games have been defined as “games that mount procedural rhetoric
effectively” [5], “games explicitly created to change attitudes and behavior” [3],
“digital games that aim to shape, reinforce or change the perceptions, emotions, beliefs,
behavioral intentions and behaviors of players” [6], “games that aim to increase
players’ awareness of critical and timely social issue” [7], or “designed interventions
with the primary purpose of changing a user’s behavior or attitude in an intended way”
[4]. It follows that, while some researchers relate persuasion through digital games to
their capacity to convey persuasive messages [8], others focus their attention on their
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capacity to trigger specific behaviors [4] or facilitating specific interactions among
players [9].

These differences in the way persuasion through digital games is defined and
studied are the result of the complex nature of this practice. This complexity is not only
due to the wide range of possible applications but also due to the complexity of the
process of persuasion itself and how the specificities of digital games have an influence
in this process. For this reason, it is necessary to provide theoretical frameworks that
can serve not only to analyze the use of different persuasive strategies in relation to
different persuasive goals but also that can become a useful tool to select a specific
persuasive approach when designing persuasive games. The provision of new theo-
retical concepts and frameworks is of special relevance in the relatively new field of
persuasive games, as these become relevant tools for scholars in the field, that can serve
to better structure their work and communicate about their insights. This is, therefore,
the main goal of this paper.

In this paper I use as a starting point the conceptual framework of behavior scientist
B.J. Fogg [10], who described the overlap between persuasion and interactive tech-
nology, to argue that it is possible to identify three different roles of digital games when
used with persuasive intentions. Digital games can be used as media for persuasion
providing compelling meaningful experiences that convey specific messages, digital
games can be used as tools for persuasion to persuade players in a number of ways such
as making a target behavior easier to perform, and digital games can be used as social
actors for persuasion “by applying the same persuasion principles that humans use to
influence others” [10]. Fogg’s framework, that is based on the role computer tech-
nology plays for users, does not explain how specific persuasive potentials of digital
games can be linked to specific persuasive roles, a question that I address in this paper.

In order to illustrate my arguments, I will analyze how these three roles of digital
games have been used in the field of healthcare, and specifically for the design of
cancer games. In this paper I will use the Re-Mission Game [11], The Cancer Game,
the Cogmed Memory Training [12] and The Survivor Games [13] as examples of how
this topic can be addressed from different approaches when different persuasive roles of
digital games are used to promote desired sick-role behaviors in cancer patients.

2 Digital Games to Support Cancer Patients

The positive effects of the use of video games in the field of health is a reality
demonstrated by numerous research studies worldwide [14]. Video games are being
used with excellent results to, among other things, overcome phobias [15], support
rehabilitation therapies [16] or carry out neuropsychology therapies [17]. Among all its
applications in the field of health, it stands out its use to help cancer patients (especially
children and adolescent) to adhere to its treatment.

According to the World Health Organization cancer is among one of the leading
causes of mortality worldwide, with 14 million new patients in 2012, a figure that is
expected to increase by about 70% over the next two decades. There is extensive
knowledge about the causes of cancer, how it can be prevented and how to manage the
disease once it has been detected. Healthcare persuasion uses this knowledge to
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promote sick-role behaviors. Sick-role behaviors are those undertaken by cancer
patients to succeed in their recovery or to improve their quality of life while under
treatment [18]. Healthcare persuasion to promote sick-role behaviors in cancer patients
includes strategies to help patients to adhere to their treatments (e.g. taking a full course
of oral chemotherapy), and to manage their disease (e.g. controlling anxiety, reducing
stress, taking a balanced diet) [4].

Previous research has shown that digital games are an effective vehicle for
cancer-related healthcare persuasive strategies [14]. Cancer treatments, especially
chemo, are really aggressive treatments and with many side effects not always easy to
cope with. For this reason, and especially in the case of children, support adherence to
treatment becomes especially relevant. In this respect, there are three different chal-
lenges to overcome, and related to each of these challenges, there is a role that video
games can fulfill to complement the support to the adhesion. The three challenges to
which I refer are: lack of information, lack of motivation and difficulties in coping with
treatment. In the following sections, I argue how digital games can play three different
roles to support cancer patients to face these three challenges.

3 Digital Games as Media for Persuasion

The first challenge that digital games can help overcome is the lack of information
about treatment, i.e. how it works and what effects it may have. There are numerous
studies that show that many cancer patients have a misperception about their effects
before starting treatment [19], often fearing worse side effects than those who are
actually going to experience. For this reason, it has been demonstrated that providing
complete and accurate information to the patient’s reality is essential for adherence to
treatment [20]. When we talk about children or adolescents, overcoming this challenge
is more complicated than in the case of adults [20]. That is why looking for creative
ways to offer treatment information, which is understandable to them and does not
cause them fear, is something that especially worries health specialists. Digital games
have proved to be an interesting media to transmit the desired information to children in
a way that is well received by them.

In their role as media for persuasion, digital games can be used to promote sick-role
behaviors of cancer patients by providing compelling experiences that help them to
better understand what are they going through and how the therapies and life styles
they are asked to stick to, can help them to overcome their disease. According to
Fogg’s [10] theoretical framework, this can be done by (1) allowing people to explore
cause-effect relationships, (2) by providing people with vicarious experiences that
motivate or (3) helping people rehearse a behavior.

An example on how digital games has been used already for this purpose, is the Re-
Mission Game (see Fig. 1), designed to increase knowledge about chemotherapy,
change perceptions of patient’s ability to influence health outcomes, and to provide
patients with confidence in their ability to meet the specific demands of cancer treat-
ment and recovery. In the game, children control a character that navigates through the
interior of the human body. Through the character, they can destroy cancer cells and
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defeat the main tumor. Through friendly design and simple game mechanics, children
can understand a complex process.

This game becomes this way a medium for persuasion by allowing children to
explore the cause-effect relationships of chemotherapy treatments. The mechanics of
the game and the challenges they need to complete, allow children to explore through
their actions in the game, which are the effects of chemotherapy in their bodies. By
better understanding how this process work, they can be more open to undergoing their
treatment, regardless of the side effects the treatment has in their bodies. Research on
this game has indeed shown that Re-Mission is effective in increasing adherence to
treatment among its players [21].

4 Digital Games as Tools for Persuasion

The second challenge is related to the lack of motivation to start or continue a treat-
ment. As I mentioned earlier, cancer treatments or their side effects are often aggressive
or difficult to cope with. The diagnosis and treatment of cancer is a stressful and
threatening experience for children [22]. Although survival rates for childhood cancer
are higher than ever before, the course of treatment for cancer, such as chemotherapy,
surgery or radiotherapy, is still a very stressful experience in the life of a child.
However, cancer patients may not only be at risk from adverse medical effects, their

Fig. 1. Screenshot Re-Mission
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psychosocial well-being may also be severely affected as a result of cancer and its
therapy [23]. For this reason, even if patients have enough information on how a
treatment works and its benefits, they may not have enough motivation to start or
continue at a given time. Digital games can help in this regard, serving as a tool to
motivate patients to comply with treatment guidelines.

During the past decade, there has been an increase in the use of therapeutic play
intervention to help cancer patients cope with the stress of hospitalization and treatment
[24]. Therapeutic play is a set of structured activities designed according to psy-
chosocial and cognitive development of cancer patients and health-related issues to
help them to cope with psychological and emotional difficulties [25]. The central goal
of therapeutic play is to facilitate the emotional and physical well-being of patients
[26].

In their role as tools for persuasion, digital games are designed to influence and
motivate people in specific ways by making activities easier or more efficient to do
[10]. Patients are often required to undergo procedures or engage in behaviors that are
painful and aversive on the one hand (e.g., undergoing chemotherapy) or boring and
mundane on the other (e.g., taking pills, exercising on a regular basis). These proce-
dures and behaviors are often necessary to maintain and improve health or even to cure
the patient’s disease [14, p. 113].

According to Fogg’s theoretical framework [10] in their role as tools for persuasion,
digital games can be used to support cancer patients in undergoing painful or boring
procedures by (1) reducing a complex activity to a few simple steps, (2) leading users
through a predetermined sequence of actions or events, step by step, (3) suggesting a
behavior at the most opportune moment, (4) helping people to monitor themselves to
modify their attitudes or behaviors to achieve a predetermined goal or outcome, or
(5) allowing doctors to monitor the behavior of patients.

An example of this is the game Cogmed Memory Training (see Fig. 2), developed
to aid in the adherence to treatment of patients with cognitive problems, one of the side
effects of treatments such as brain chemotherapy, among others. Neuropsychological
rehabilitation treatments require the patient to repeat a series of simple tasks (such as
associating objects of the same color and shape), in a continuous and intense way. The
treatment can be really exhausting for patients, and it can become boring for children.
For this reason, neuropsychologists are using games that help to work the same skills in
a more entertaining way for patients. The game Cogmed Memory Training has shown,
in this regard, to be an effective tool to support adherence to the treatment.

Going back to Foog’s theoretical framework, the game helps to lead patients
through the different steps of the treatment, this is done trough a series of mini-games
focused on training different skills in patients, necessary for their recovery. The game
keeps patients busy and focused on different challenges and levels, which help them to
persist in the treatment. Besides this, the game helps patients and doctors to monitor
their progress, which helps patients to increase their level of perception to be in control
of their own health, and also helps doctors to adapt the treatment considering patients’
progress.

Another example of how digital games can be used as tools for persuasion is The
Cancer Game (Kristula & Oda, 2003), an online game designed to provide stress relief
for cancer patients, in which they can visualize and destroy cancer on a computer
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screen. The game was designed by researcher Dave Kristula after having to deal with a
cancer treatment himself. The game, developed in collaboration of Professor Yuko
Oda, was designed based on previous research on the healing through visualization
therapies focusing on stress relief.

The game fosters a specific behavior while the game is played: visualizing how
cancer can be destroyed and helping patients to envision that desired moment. Besides
this, the game leads also patients through a simple but predetermined sequence of
actions, that help them to keep focus their attention on a simple activity and leave aside
other thoughts that might increase anxiety.

5 Digital Games as Social Actors for Persuasion

The third challenge to which I referred at the beginning of the article was the difficulty
in coping with treatment. It may be the case of a patient who has all the information
about the treatment and who also has the motivation to carry it out, but who is in
difficulties in the moment of coping. Examples of these difficulties may be anxiety or
fear of how the disease will develop, discomfort generated by the treatment received or
hair loss in the case of patients treated with chemotherapy. In this respect, the support
of other patients who are going through or have experienced the same difficulties can
be of particular help. However, it is not always easy to establish new relationships with
other patients, or initiate conversations on issues that concern you with people with
whom you do not have a close relationship. To support patients to face this challenge,
digital games can take the role of social actors for persuasion and be used for the
purpose of mediating the process of seeking social support. The persuasive potential of
this role relies on the capacity of digital games to be used to persuade players “by
giving a variety of social cues that elicit social responses” from them [10].

Fig. 2. Screenshot Cogmed Memory Training
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When used as social actors for persuasion, digital games may utilize either
computer-human persuasion or computer-mediated persuasion [27]. Although com-
puters cannot communicate in the same way as humans, there are studies that suggest
that computer-human persuasion may utilize some patterns of interaction similar to
social communication [28], whereas computer-mediated persuasion means that people
are persuading others through computers, e.g. discussion forums, e-mail, instant
messages, blogs, or social network systems. Recent research, for example, shows that
dialogue support features play a significant role in relation to adherence to web-based
health interventions, especially for young adults, who tend to be influenced by their
peers [9].

An example of how digital games can play the role of social actors for persuasion is
the platform The Survivor Games (see Fig. 3). This platform was created as a com-
munity aimed at patients and survivors of childhood cancer. On the web, its users can
play a selection of multiplayer video games specially chosen for them. Video games
become the point of union between players, who begin to talk about their games and
the characters of their games, and on many occasions that the first contact evolves until
a real friendship is established between two people who are going through similar
difficulties. Thus finding a support for coping with them. This is related to the capacity
of digital games to foster social interaction [29], and the tools implemented in the
platform itself to facilitate this interaction, such as the chat box that allows players to
chat while playing. Besides this, the context in which these games are played, a
platform especially aimed at young cancer patients and cancer survivors, also becomes
relevant in this process, as users might find it as a natural context to look for contact
with other people going through similar experiences, which can help them to feel more

Fig. 3. Screenshot The Survivor Games
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comfortable to disclose their personal experiences, share emotions and feelings and
look for support. We can talk then about game-mediated type of persuasion, meaning
that the game becomes persuasive when being played in a specific context with a
specific purpose [30].

6 Conclusions

The four games mentioned in this article are just three examples of how digital games
can help overcome the three challenges related to adherence to cancer treatments.
Through these cases, I have illustrated how digital games can play three different roles
in the process of persuasion, becoming media, tools and social actors for persuasion.
The theoretical framework presented in this paper can serve to better understand how
these roles can serve to achieve different goals when games are used for persuasive
purposes. In a future paper, I will explain how specific properties of digital games are
linked to each of these three roles.
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