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In recent years, numerous sectors, such as education, workforce training, military defense, social
policy, healthcare, have gained interest in serious games (SGs). Serious games are games played for

a primary purpose other than mere entertainment. This idea first originated from C. Abt in 1970.

Most SGs focus on education. Despite the increased attention to developing SGs in education, it is
difficult to find a good SG, one that is successful either educationally or commercially and even less
both. Some researchers point out to the lack of SGs studies on social and cultural contexts and argue
that this situation is one of the main reasons preventing the developments in SGs in South Korea.
Until today only a few studies take account of the social and cultural context of SGs and of the gaming

culture.

In this thesis, I focus on SGs for education in South Korea and on both their social and cultural
contexts. Specifically, [ examine game places (ge-mu-purei-no-ba), where both virtual and physical
connections are formed, such as PC bang (internet cafe), board game bang (board game cafe, or places
for playing board games), and other places that are foundational to South Korean gaming culture.
The lack of attention towards and development of SGs in South Korea is mainly due to negative
perceptions on games in South Korean culture. In order to address this issue, it is necessary to
recognize the complex significance of game places as places where physical and virtual connections

are made.

In the first chapter, I describe the short history of both digital serious games (DSGs) and serious board
games (SBGs). DSGs are based on digital technology while SBGs may be viewed as DSGs’ analog
counterpart. The latter are considered as effective educational tools. The history of SGs has been

strongly influenced by the Education vs Game debate in South Korea, which centered around the



notion that games can be detrimental to an individual’s educational success and general wellbeing.
DSGs have been seen as a popular form of SGs in South Korea. I explore the origins and development
of board game culture in South Korea and how both DSGs and SBGs are tied to education. Although
there was a large push from the South Korean government to utilize SGs for education, SGs in
education were never well-accepted in South Korean society due to strong negative social perceptions

on digital games.

In the second chapter, I compare two examples of DSG’s, Star Stone” and “Hanja-maru.” The former
was a typical example of a serious game that was not well-received and failed commercially. This
was a project designed by the Korean government, and like with many other types of educational
SGs, players of this game thought that it was not engaging enough. The latter was well-received by
the public and commercially successful. Furthermore, it succeeded due to a variety of factors,

including its balanced game design that made it both fun and educational.

In the third chapter, I focus on two shifts in South Korean culture that have illustrated the prevailing
use of SBGs for education in South Korea, after the decreasing popularity of DSGs in education when
SGs were initially introduced. The first shift is an increase in courses for instructors of SBGs. The
second shift is increasing usage of SBGs by educators in South Korea. In this chapter, I also seek to

show how Korean society believes that SBGs lead to better educational values, compared to DSGs.

In the fourth chapter, I examine three specific places (ge-mu-purei-no-ba) in South Korean society
where games are played: PC bangs, board game bangs/cafes, VR bangs. Additionally, I argue that
these three places are fundamental to the South Korean “Bang” culture. Contrary to the common
negative perceptions and beliefs regarding games places, these game places are similar to “third
places” or “non-places” in Western cultures. However, they additionally possess their own distinct
characteristics that must be recognized and valued in order to change perceptions on South Korean

“gaming” culture.

In the fifth chapter, I look at how the development of SGs is undergoing two massive shifts. The first
shift is regarding player engagement. New SGs are attempting to allow for the player to engage with
the game both online, in virtual spaces, and offline, in their daily life. The second shift is the
introduction of SGs focused on real-world social issues. Before, SGs mainly focused on educational
school subjects, such as Math or English. However, now SGs are trying to influence young players
to take action on these real-world social issues. Although this change has a positive impact, SGs
developers are facing criticisms on both sides: those who think that real-world issues are too grave
for games and those who think that it’s necessary to portray these issues accurately. This chapter also

explores the potential for the further development of SGs in South Korea.



