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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

This paper presents ongoing research into the use of Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) 
(Wizards of the Coast 2024) in galleries, libraries, archives, and museums (GLAM). 
Although research into the application and perceived effectiveness of games in GLAM 
spaces is growing, particularly for museums (Champion and Emery, 2024; Grace et al. 
2025), there is an underdeveloped understanding within the sector of how best to 
leverage games toward whatever goals an organisation might have. Games are 
implemented for a range of purposes, most often educational or with a view to 
mediate visitor interaction with collections or content (for examples see: Beale 2011, 
Schaller 2011, Seale et al. 2024). D&D, which is widely popular (Sidhu et al. 2024) is 
often adopted as a ‘blank canvas’ game—a pre-structured set of mechanics combined 
with relatively malleable content that can easily be remodelled to communicate 
content (Petousi et al. 2022, Seale et al. 2024). While there is relatively little issue with 
this in the context of home-games, the appropriation of D&D in the GLAM context is 
more complex. 

We adopt the term coherence to describe the relationship between various game 
elements. Games that have low coherence have mechanics, setting, or narratives that 
are only loosely coupled. In D&D’s case, the long tradition of modifying the game 
through home-brew mechanics and content speaks to this flexibility (Felczak 2024). 
By comparison, games with high coherence display a tighter relationship between 
elements. This is exemplified by Brenda Romero’s The Mechanic is the Message series 
(Brathwaite 2009), where Romero posits that closely aligning mechanics with a game’s 
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meaning enables a higher form of communication. We suggest that coherence is a 
spectrum, and that low-coherence games are not, by default, worse or less impactful 
play experiences than high-coherence games. Rather, we use incoherence to describe 
games where the relationship between these elements creates problems for the 
player experience.  

Jesper Juul describes the relationship between a game’s world and its rules as “a two-
way process where the fiction of the game cues [the player] into understanding the 
rules of the game … the rules can cue the player to imagine the fictional world of the 
game” (2005, 163). When a rule creates a contradiction in the fictional world (or vice 
versa), Juul declares the game to be incoherent. Ludonarrative dissonance is one 
example of incoherence. When a game’s ludic mechanics and narratological message 
are in significant disagreement, players experience a disconnection from the 
emotional and intellectual resonance of the game (Hocking 2007).  

We distinguish between internal coherence, which considers how the elements of a 
game align with each other, and external coherence, which refers to the relationship 
between the game and the context in which it is being played. External coherence 
draws more on the Forge-era concept of coherence in role-playing games (Edwards 
2001; Gleichman 2009). Edwards (2001) uses the term to convey how well a game’s 
design and a group’s playstyle support a shared, purpose for play. For GLAM 
organisations, context includes not only the intended purpose of the game but also 
the organisation's content. Therefore, a game is externally incoherent when the game 
and the content don’t align, and externally coherent when the ephemera and 
techniques of play are in supportive conversation with the content.  

This conflict has been discussed (Schaller 2011, 2014; Seale et al. 2025), with a focus 
on the “inherent attributes” of content, and whether players must “pay attention to 
those attributes in order to make thoughtful choices” (Schaller 2014). This framework 
is insufficient here, as attributes are not where coherence occurs—incoherence 
results from conflicts in meaning that the player derives from communication 
between the interactions with rules, fiction, and content (Hocking 2007; Juul 2011). 
We use external (in)coherence to support our analysis of GLAM games as experiential 
communication tools that are played and understood by participants, rather than as 
static artefacts described by attributes and analysed by consultants. 

The combination of D&D’s broad appeal and the flexibility it derives from its low 
coherence makes it an attractive game for operationalising a variety of goals 
(Polkinghorne et al. 2021; Seale et al. 2024; Sidhu 2023). However, an important 
consideration is D&D’s lack of external coherence with GLAM spaces, problematised 
by the game’s colonial legacy. D&D’s problematic elements are well documented, 
including: how it reinforces Whiteness by positioning it against an exoticised, non-
Western Other (Garcia 2017; Hollander 2021); that it essentialises ideas of race and 
subscribes to colonial rationalisations of racial hierarchies (Premont and Heine 2021); 
and that the Monster Manual—D&D’s ersatz bestiary—leverages colonial imaginings 
of the monstrous female to produce “abject bodies” (Stang and Trammell 2020). 
While these structures can be subverted by players, who may establish different 
norms and world-building for their games, D&D’s low internal coherence means that 
superficial changes will not alter the underlying assumptions of the game. As such, it 
is possible that institutions attempting to teach decolonised and inclusive content 
through D&D may end up using colonial tropes to do so. This is not to say that D&D 
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should never be adapted for the GLAM context, rather that it should be done with 
clear intentionality and in service of critical reflection. 

Future research on the coherence of games in GLAM spaces will endeavour to develop 
a framework by which GLAM organisations can assess their content and goals, 
examining those for coherence with prospective games. We propose a three-part 
research question to guide further exploration of this topic: 

1. What are the key reasons GLAM institutions turn to D&D? 
2. Are there any mechanical changes that can be made to D&D to reduce 

incoherence, and how easily can they be implemented by institutions? 
3. What might an RPG system designed for-purpose in GLAM institutions look 

like? 

In designing a future study to approach these questions, which methodologies are 
best positioned to do so will also be an area of consideration. We additionally hope to 
provoke interest in the field of roleplaying games in a GLAM context, as a growing 
field of interest that is societally relevant and analytically rich. 

 

REFERENCES 

Beale, Katy, ed. 2011. Museums at Play: Games, Interaction and Learning. 
MuseumsEtc. 

Brathwaite, Brenda. 2009. “The Mechanic Is the Message.” The Mechanic Is the 
Message. https://mechanicmessage.wordpress.com/. 

Champion, Erik, and Susannah Emery. 2024. “Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and 
Museums [GLAM]-Focussed Games and Gamification.” In Data Curation and 
Information Systems Design from Australasia: Implications for Cataloguing of 
Vernacular Knowledge in Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and Museums, edited 
by Julie Nichols and Bharat Mehra, vol. 54. Emerald Publishing Limited. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0065-283020240000054006. 

Edwards, Ron. 2001. “GNS and Other Matters of Role-Playing Theory.” The Forge: 
The Internet Home for Independent Role-Playing Games, October 14. 
http://www.indie-rpgs.com/articles/1/. 

Felczak, Mateusz. 2024. “Playing Custom: A Curious History of Dungeons & 
Dragons-Based Digital Game Modifications.” In Fifty Years of Dungeons & 
Dragons, by Premeet Sidhu, Marcus Carter, and Jose P. Zagal. MIT Press. 

Garcia, Antero. 2017. “Privilege, Power, and Dungeons & Dragons: How Systems 
Shape Racial and Gender Identities in Tabletop Role-Playing Games.” Mind, 
Culture, and Activity 24 (3): 232–46. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10749039.2017.1293691. 

Gleichman, Brian. 2009. “Why RPG Theory Has a Bad Rep.” Whitehall 
ParaIndustries, January 29. https://whitehall-
paraindustries.blogspot.com/2009/01/why-rpg-theory-has-bad-rep-part-
i.html. 

Grace, Thomas D., Christie Abel, and Katie Salen Tekinbaş. 2025. “Learning 
Curiosity through Play: Exploring the Role of Games and Interactive Design in 



 

  4   

Museums.” Proceedings of the 2025 CHI Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems (New York, NY, USA), CHI ’25, April 25, 1–14. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3706598.3713164. 

Hocking, Clint. 2007. “Ludonarrative Dissonance in Bioshock.” Click Nothing, 
October 7. https://clicknothing.com/2007/10/07/ludonarrative-d/. 

Hollander, Aaron T. 2021. “Blessed Are the Legend-Makers: Experimentation as 
Edification in Dungeons & Dragons.” Political Theology 22 (4): 316–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1462317X.2021.1890933. 

Juul, Jesper. 2005. Half-Real: Video Games between Real Rules and Fictional 
Worlds. MIT Press. 

Laycock, Joseph P. 2015. Dangerous Games: What the Moral Panic over Role-
Playing Games Says about Play, Religion, and Imagined Worlds. 1st ed. 
University of California Press. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt13x1hs5. 

Polkinghorne, Adric, Jane Turner, Manuela Taboada, and Jeremy Kerr. 2021. 
“Critical Fail - Addressing Problematic Designs in Table-Top Role-Playing 
Games for Narrative Therapy and Community Wellbeing.” Paper presented at 
DiGRA Australia, Online. Proceedings of DiGRA Australia 2021. 
https://digraa.org/wp- 
content/uploads/2021/02/DiGRAA2021_paper_22.pdf. 

Premont, Antoine, and Samuel Heine. 2021. “The Human Fantasy: Exploring Race 
and Ethnicity through Dungeons & Dragons.” Proceedings of the 16th 
International Conference on the Foundations of Digital Games (New York, NY, 
USA), FDG ’21, October 21, 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1145/3472538.3472560. 

Schaller, David. 2014. “Game Mechanics and the Museum: Designing Simple 
Gameplay around Complex Content.” MW2014: Museums and the Web 2014 
(Florence, Italy). 

Schaller, David T. 2011. “The Meaning Makes It Fun: Game-Based Learning for 
Museums.” Journal of Museum Education 36 (3): 261–68. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10598650.2011.11510707. 

Seale, Nellie, Wally Smith, and Melissa Rogerson. 2024. “LORE-Drop: Museum 
Game Design.” Paper presented at DiGRA Australia, Melbourne, Australia. 
Proceedings of DiGRA Australia 2024. 

Seale, Nellie, Wally Smith, and Melissa J. Rogerson. 2025. “A Typology of 
Museum Games: Towards a Museum Game Design Toolkit.” Proceedings of 
the 36th Australasian Conference on Human-Computer Interaction (New 
York, NY, USA), OzCHI ’24, September 29, 760–65. 
https://doi.org/10.1145/3726986.3727045. 

Sidhu, Premeet. 2023. “Playing Animal Farm: Designing a Dungeons & Dragons 
[D&D] One-Shot for Pivotal Play and Learning.” Paper presented at 
Conference Proceedings of DiGRA 2023 Conference: Limits and Margins of 
Games Settings. Conference Proceedings of DiGRA 2023 Conference: Limits 
and Margins of Games  Settings, June 20. 
https://doi.org/10.26503/dl.v2023i1.1941. 

Sidhu, Premeet, Marcus Carter, and Jose P. Zagal. 2024. Fifty Years of Dungeons 
& Dragons. MIT Press. 



 

  5   

Stang, Sarah, and Aaron Trammell. 2020. “The Ludic Bestiary: Misogynistic Tropes of 
Female Monstrosity in Dungeons & Dragons.” Games and Culture 15 (6): 730–47. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412019850059. 

Wizards of the Coast. 2024. Dungeons & Dragons. Tabletop Game, Revised 5th 
Edition. Seattle, Washington, United States: Wizards of the Coast LLC. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412019850059

