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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The first scientific monographs dedicated to play and games are already older than
the century (e.g. Groos 1898). Meanwhile, ludology (as an academic discipline or
field) has been around for decades (e.g. Maigaard 1950) and computer games have
been studied increasingly in universities since the 1980s (e.g. Malone 1980). Today,
thousands of studies have been published via numerous channels with great variation
in readership and citation. This study provides an analysis of the latter; namely, an
investigation of the most cited studies within the field and their implications.

The disciplinary dynamics of play and games research have recently gathered
significant attention (M&yrd & Sotamaa 2017). The most notable of those, for our
present purposes, comes from Paul Martin (2018) whose ambitious article involved a
mapping of the 300 most-cited play and games research authors. Among his other
findings, Martin distinguished the 30 most-cited authors of the sample, which fell into
five disciplinary communities (from the largest to the smallest): communications,
education, humanities & social sciences, computer science, and health. In order to
(in)validate and expand on Martin’s work, the present study takes a close(r) look at
the particular publications that have been cited most within the field. To be clear, the
idea here is thus not to examine the authors or affiliations per se, but rather to explore
the variety and specificity of the scientific outcomes that have ended up in the
extreme “mainstream” of play and games research.

As a method, we exerted a wide systematic search in the databases Google Scholar,
CiteSeer, and Microsoft Academic. By inserting the words “play,” “playing,”
“playfulness,” “player,” “game,” “gaming,” “gamic,” “gamer,” “ludo,” “ludic,”
“ludus,” “videogame,” “digital game,” “computer game,” “console game,” and
“mobile game” into the search engine (first respectively and then combining them
until a point of saturation), we compiled a list of the most cited publications itemized
in the database in question. We excluded all studies from the mathematical academic
sector(s) of game theory due to their overarching presence and scarcity of relevance
for the present conference. All other studies were included. Being fully aware of its
drawbacks and limited scope, our conceptualization of the “field” at hand is based on
the algorithmic relationship between the noted search words and their counterparts in
the search engines.
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For purposes of this study, we drew the line of recorded citations at 2000, i.e. we
selected all studies that were cited 2000 or more times and compiled them into a list.
This list included 35 publications (Appendix 1). As to general statistics, 16 out of the
35 publications were articles and the remaining 19 were monographs. Ten
publications had a woman author. The publication years of the 35 contributions are as
follows:
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B Number of publications with more than 2000 citations by the time of writing.

Evidently, the above method is truly limited by both the search engine and keyword
choice; however, at the same time, those limitations form the basis of our three key
findings.

First, a number of influential publications familiar to the present conference goers
could not be found via the search and, thus, were left unlisted. For instance, the three
monographs that had a high impact on the emerging “game studies” in the early
2000s—Computers as Theatre (Laurel 1991, 3791 citations), Cybertext (Aarseth
1997, 4402 citations), and Hamlet on the Holodeck (Murray 1997, 5290
citations)}—were left out since none of the play and game related search words
yielded those books. Interestingly, the three other books from the 1990s that found
their way to the list (Boal 1992; Sutton-Smith 1997; Fudenberg & Levine 1998) deal
with play and games mainly outside the digital, which implies that early videogame
(computer game, digital game) research chose to identify or position itself with
terminology that does not connect them (algorithmically and linguistically) to the
present context. This has potential consequences especially for the emerging students
in the field.

Second, the list reflects somewhat accurately the emergence of “game studies” as
well as play and games research in general. While 1-3 canonical contributions have
been published each decade from the 1930s to the 1990s, in the 2000s the number
jumps to 15 and even the 2010s have six instances of more than 2000 citations
already. In contrast to Martin’s (2018) finding that “many of the most cited authors in
game research are not writing about games,” our canonical core (publications in the
2000s and 2010s) is very much game and play oriented per se, and thus strengthens
the notion of institutional formation. While this can be partially explained by our
exclusion of mathematical game theory from the list (and the contrast between our
keywords and Martin’s more wide-spread exploration), it is clear that the words
“play” and “games” (and their related terminology) have now come to be used and
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cited in the scientific communities with reference to the culturally distinguishable
gaming phenomenon (see Kirkpatrick 2015) rather than metaphorically (see
Karhulahti 2015).

Third, a closer look at the recent listings—from the 2000s (15) and 2010s (6)—contra
the ones before—from the 1930s to 1990s (14)—indicates some notable thematic
changes. In both eras the cultural and sociological publications represent
approximately the half of canonized works (seven before 2000 and eight afterwards)
and psychological (four publications before 2000 and three afterwards) as well as
computer science (two publications both before and after 2000) remain relevant, in
the second millennium the areas of education/learning (four publications) and
gamification (four publications) emerge without listed predecessors (with the
exception of Fudenberg & Levine 1998 that was published two years before our cut),
whereas ‘health’ from Martin’s fields is missing from the top-citation listing
altogether (or appears only in relation to mental development and aggression
research). As such, the material reflects the rise of two new areas of play and games
research and provides a basis for analyzing their position in relation to older trends in
the field.
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