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Chapter  29

INTRODUCTION AND GENERAL 
OVERVIEW

There are many general remarks in literature 
regarding instructional design as well as game 
design. However, most of them are very general 
assumptions and lack scientific-empirical proof. 

Concrete design recommendations with respect 
to educational games are rather spare.

This chapter points out, how psychological 
meaningful recommendations could be derived 
from theories and empirical findings from the 
research field of media psychology.

Media psychology is a subfield of psychology. 
The American Psychological Association defines 
Media Psychology (Division 46) as follows: “Me-
dia Psychology focuses on the role psychologists 
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play in various aspects of the media, including, 
but not limited to, radio, television, film, video, 
newsprint, magazines, and newer technologies. 
It seeks to promote research into the impact of 
media on human behavior; to facilitate interaction 
between psychology and media representatives; 
to enrich the teaching, training and practice of 
media psychology; and to prepare psychologists to 
interpret psychological research to the lay public 
and to other professions” (http://www.apa.org/
divisions/div46/)

Shortly spoken, Media Psychology applies 
psychological theories, methods and findings to 
investigate the intra- and inter-individual psycho-
logical processes underlying the perception and 
behavior of humans in the context of media. (The 
definition also implies that every psychological 
research on games and game-based learning can 
be classified as media psychological research.)

From a media psychological perspective the 
educational game design should be appropriate for 
the cognitive as well as the affective and motiva-
tional demands of the user. Especially the close 
interconnection and interdependencies between 
cognition, emotion and motivation should be 
considered when designing an educational game.

An educational game can be defined as “appli-
cations using characteristics of video and computer 
games to create engaging and immersive learning 
experiences for delivering specified learning goals, 
outcomes and experiences” (De Freitas, 2006). 
From a design perspective, there are three main 
core elements which are closely interconnected: 
Multimedia design of the game (including sound 
and graphics), the design of the narratives of the 
game (including dialogues, socio-motivational 
appeal) and the design of the characters within 
the game (NPCs and avatars). These elements 
are not exclusively used in (educational) games, 
but also aspects of other media (e.g., televi-
sion or conventional e-learning environments). 
Consequently, not only (media) psychological 
findings on games and game-based learning but 
also related media psychological research could 

be helpful for providing psychologically founded 
recommendations on concrete design questions, 
namely findings on multimedia design, insights 
on the cognitive and socio-motivational impact 
of media in general as well as research on media 
characters in a broader sense (e. g. in television 
or learning environments).

The following chapter aims to provide 
scientific-based answers on important design 
questions one is confronted with when designing 
a game, namely the multimedia design as well as 
the socio-motivational appeal of narratives and 
game characters.

After a short introduction the chapter starts 
with a description of the most popular and well 
founded cognitive theories on instructional design. 
Thereby, also findings are reported that suggests 
severe shortcomings of such a pure cognitive view. 
Subsequently, a socio-motivational enhanced view 
of human-computer interaction is outlined that 
provides the appropriate psychological-theoretical 
base for the design of educational games. Thereby, 
it will be pointed out, how the findings could be 
used for concrete game design decisions. In a next 
step games in general and educational games in 
specific are disputed and the joy of gaming is 
explored from a media psychological point of 
view. The chapter finishes with a framework for 
designing educational games and a short summary 
of the reported research and its applicability.

COGNITIVE EDUCATIONAL 
APPROACHES AND 
INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN

When designing an educational game, one is 
confronted with a lot of multimedia design de-
cisions that are related to the explanatory parts 
and the learning elements. Mayer (2003) states 
“multimedia learning occurs when students build 
mental representations from words and pictures 
that are presented to them” (p. 125). Following 
this definition, also game based-learning can be 
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