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As Dungeons and Dragons and other tabletop roleplay games grow in popularity, it is 

reasonable to assume more adults will engage in the hobby. Central to the playing of these games 

is the role of Dungeon Master (DM). While the extant literature on games and role-playing 

abounds, there has been scant study on what it is that DM’s learn simply by running tabletop 

roleplay games for fun without anything educational added. Using Knowles’ Self-directed 

Learning as a guide, the present study examines the narratives DM’s construct around what they 

learn at the game table that they then apply in their work, social, and personal lives away from 

the table. Purposive sampling was used to recruit five to participants who engaged in semi-

structured interviews. The DM’s who participated in this study reported learning a number of 

skills that they applied to their work and social lives away from the game table, including 

flexibility, creativity, strategic thinking, and conflict management. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 

Frank is in his mid-30’s, a friendly fellow with a sharp wit and a booming belly laugh 

that fills a room. He works as a logistics consultant for a major car manufacturer by day. But, in 

the evenings he spends his time facilitating fantastic adventures through barren deserts and 

jagged mountain peaks where a plucky band of misfits and battle orcs, wrestle with their inner 

demons, and thwart the plans of a foul necromancer. Frank has been running Dungeons & 

Dragons for years, and knows it has helped him in his job and personal life beyond the game. 

But he cannot quite put his finger on how or even why. What is it that Frank has learned from his 

hobby, and how does he apply it? What do Dungeon Masters (DM’s) learn simply by the act of 

running their beloved game that they then use outside the game in their real, less-that-fantastical 

lives? 

Frank’s story is not unique. In fact, I find myself surrounded by Franks, men and women 

who run tabletop role-playing games and insist that it has helped them in their ‘real life.’ Few, if 

any of the Franks that I have met can articulate what it is they have learned by running these 

games, let alone how they have learned it. But nearly every single one will tell you that they are 

where they are in life because of their involvement in the game. Role-playing has been used as 

an educational tool for ages, yet the literature on the topic struggles to tell our Franks what it is 

that they are learning. 

Problem Statement 

As tabletop role-playing games (RPG’s) become widely accepted in mainstream culture, 

more young adults will engage in the facilitation of these games. While the extant literature is 

littered with studies espousing the benefits of role-playing, the use of tailor-made role-playing 
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games in elementary classrooms, and the design and execution of online roleplay based 

educational experiences, there is little research on what is learned by the running of these games 

for their intended purpose. That is, we do not know what DM’s learn simply by DM’ing. Self-

directed learning (Knowles, 1975) is becoming increasingly common in this digital age, but what 

role, if any, does analogue Self-directed learning still have to play? 

Background 

Roleplay games, more or less in the form in which we understand them today, first took 

shape in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. The first tabletop role-playing game was born out of the 

collaborate work of Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson in the early 1970’s (Fine, 1983). Both Gygax 

and Arneson were avid miniature wargamers and were part of the Castles and Crusades society, 

an upper Midwest based wargaming hobby club. Together they authored Dungeons & Dragons 

(D&D), which would grow into the definitive fantasy roleplay game and launch an entire genre 

(Mackay, 2001). While sales of the first edition of Dungeons and Dragons were anemic in the 

first year or two, by the end of the 1970’s the game had become a hit (Fine, 1983). This growth 

was not untroubled, however. When the moral panic of the 1980’s turned on D&D, parents, 

educators, and academics across the country bought into the hysteria (Dear, 1984). Just now 

some of this stigma is beginning to wane as evidenced by D&D being featured positively in 

popular TV shows and successful podcasts featuring celebrities playing the game. Dungeons and 

Dragons is now in its fifth edition, and countless other role-playing games in other fiction genres 

such as horror, sci-fi, wild west, and post-apocalyps have sprung up in recent decades (Garcia, 

2017). 

The term Tabletop Role-playing Game encompasses a wide variety of experiences, but 

for the most part these games focus on storytelling in a world with some amount of fantasy. 
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Typically, players in these games will take on the role of one character of their own devising, 

while the Dungeon Master, or DM, will guide the story, adjudicate in-game conflict, portray all 

of the non-player characters (NPCs), and host or otherwise organize the game sessions. Different 

game systems and groups will require varying levels of attention and focus on each of these 

areas, but most Tabletop Role-playing Games feature a DM of some sort who engages in these 

activities. Often these games are played in the home, though it is not uncommon for them to be 

seen in libraries, café’s, or other public places as well. 

While role-playing games have been found to have many benefits for their players, 

including fostering creativity (Chung, 2013), enhancing relationships (Adams, 2013), and 

identity building (Coe, 2017), they have not historically been seen in a positive light. Following 

the unrelated attempted suicide of a teenager in Michigan in 1979, Dungeons and Dragons was 

seen as dangerous to the spiritual and mental health of children (Pulling, 1989). This became 

known as the Satanic Panic (Fine & Victor, 1994). This stigma would follow the game through 

today. The effects of the Satanic Panic on the literature surrounding D&D are clear as little 

research on anything other than the mental health, criminality, or social (mal)adjustment of 

players can be found for 20 years after the incident in Michigan (Blackmon, 1994; Fine & 

Victor, 1994; Lis et al., 2015; Simon, 1987). 

Still, much is known about role-playing as an educational tool. Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) staff, first responders, and military personnel use role-playing 

scenarios as a means of training for crisis situations (Stark, 2012). Role-playing is being used as 

an effective mechanism for teaching disadvantaged Brazilians about the realities of water and 

land management (Camargo et al., 2007). Medical educators put role-playing to good use in the 

classroom as well. Role-playing with peers is seen to be more effective than a paid actor for the 
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learning scenarios presented in the classroom (Bosse et al., 2010). Nursing students learn how to 

navigate the complex social and medical systems they will soon face after graduation through 

role-playing games that mimic Dungeons and Dragons down to the use of polyhedral dice and 

character sheets with stats (Soares, 2015).  

We have some literature about why people play role-playing games. Adams (2013) 

argued it is about friend maintenance and a desire to have extraordinary experiences among 

others. However, Coe (2017) made the case that the players who play these games are engaging 

in the process of becoming. Putting forward a compelling argument that role-playing can be used 

for transformative learning, Daniau (2015) coined the abbreviation TR-RPG, or Transformative 

Roleplay Game. In a TR-RPG, a specific number of players engage in two to twelve-hour 

sessions and have extended debriefing and reflection periods afterwards.  

What we do not have in the literature is much of anything on what people learn by 

playing or running tabletop role-playing games for their intended purpose. Daniau (2016), 

Adams (2013), and Coe (2017) gave us useful insights into how we learn through roleplay games 

played for fun, but they fall short of telling us what we learn. 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study was to explore what DM’s learning through DM’ing, that they 

then apply to their lives outside the game, particularly their professional lives. By conducting this 

study, I sought to understand the meaning DM’s made of their learning at the game table. 

Further, I wanted to know how DM’s develop narratives about their time spent in the hobby for 

people outside the hobby, particularly those in professional settings.  

Research Questions 

The research questions addressed by this study were as follows: 
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1. What narratives do Dungeon Masters construct about their time running role-playing 

games? 

2. What do Dungeon Masters believe they learn while running tabletop role-playing 

games that is applicable outside the game?  

3. How do Dungeon Masters apply what they learn within the game outside the game? 

4. What connections do they perceive between the learning that happens when playing 

the game and the learning that happens outside the game? 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was situated firmly within a constructivist paradigm. Constructivists argue that 

there is no one single objective reality, but rather that individuals experience reality differently, 

and thus construct very different realities from their lived experiences (Crotty, 1998). It is 

important to note that this reality is not made up whole cloth, but built from the world around us. 

As Crotty (1998) said, “We do not create meaning. We construct meaning. We have something 

to work with. What we have to work with is the world and objects in the world” (p. 44). Just as 

individual DM’s co-construct the shared reality of their game worlds, they also co-construct the 

social reality beyond them as well.  

Using Knowles’ (1975) Self-directed learning as a guide, this study examined the 

learning that DM’s engage in through a game-centered lens. Knowles (1975) describes Self-

directed learning as a “process in which individuals take the initiative, with or without the help 

of others, in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human and 

material resources for learning, choosing and implementing appropriate learning strategies, and 

evaluating learning outcomes” (p.18). Self-directed learners set their own course of learning, 

evaluate their own progress, seek out their own learning resources, and evaluate their own 
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progress. As much of this learning is Self-directed with what amounts to no formal DM skills 

training available, Self-directed learning is an apt framework for this study. 

Significance of the Study 

Tabletop role-playing games and the gamers who play them have long suffered from a 

negative social stigma in the United States (Lis et al., 2015). Much of the available research on 

tabletop role-playing games revolves around this stigma in some fashion or another, often in the 

form of showing that roleplayers do or do not suffer from some form of mental illness. Simon 

(1987) embarked on a study to determine the emotional stability of D&D players, Abeyta (1991) 

investigated a potential, but ultimately non-existent, link between D&D and criminal behavior, 

and Blackmon (1994) describes D&D in the delusions of a young man with schizophrenia, just to 

name a few. Even as recently as 2015, the negative social stigma of D&D has been seen in the 

study of psychology and the wider academic world (Lis et al., 2015). 

While educators have been using roleplays for some time, research on the educational 

benefits of roleplay games played simply for the enjoyment of the game is lacking. There are a 

variety of studies on the educational benefits of playing roleplay games that are built for 

educational purposes (Bosse et al., 2010; Chen & Martin, 2015; Soares et al., 2015), but the 

literature is largely silent when it comes to individuals playing these games without anything 

educational intentionally added (Coe, 2017). This gap in the literature leaves policy makers and 

members of both the public and private sector ill equipped to make informed decisions about the 

use of roleplay games for educating adults. Might we be ignorant of the educational power of a 

potentially useful adult education tool?  
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Delimitations 

This study focused on what DM’s learn from running commercially available tabletop 

role-playing games for fun. While players are a population worthy of study, DM’s are equally so 

and scant research is available specifically on DM’s. DM’s running face to face games are 

central here, rather than online role-playing games such as Massive Multiplayer Online Role-

playing Games (MMORPG’s) and the like.  

The social, in-person nature of tabletop role-playing games made them arguably a greater 

logistical challenge to run, but also require soft skills that an online game simply do not (Borland 

& King, 2003; Jin & Park, 2013). One can show up to run a roll20.net session without 

showering, or in your pajamas, and none of the players would be any the wiser. The same cannot 

be said of face-to-face tabletop role-playing games. That said, the current realities of COVID-19 

have moved most tabletop role playing into online formats like Roll20 or Foundary VTT.  

This study also focused exclusively on working adults who are experienced DM’s. 

Experience here is defined as having at least one year and twelve individual game sessions run 

prior to interviewing. These sessions must have been face-to-face games. Participants were 

required to be 18 years of age or older, and be able to communicate clearly and effectively in 

English.  

Finally, this study focused strictly on those who run commercially available, currently in 

print, tabletop roleplay games for their intended purpose with little or no modification. This 

intentionally excluded games that are tailor-made for educational purposes, heavily modified to 

make them more educational in nature, and those that have been long out of print or were never 

in wide distribution. In short, this study was about people who run games as games, without 

anything added on. 
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Definition of Terms 

 These key terms are defined within the context of my study as follows: 

Roleplay game (RPG). “An episodic and participatory story-creation system that 

includes a set of quantified rules that assist a group of players and a gamemaster in determining 

how their fictional characters’ spontaneous interactions are resolved” (Mackay, 2001, p. 4). 

Dungeon Master (DM). “The game’s lead storyteller and referee” (Mearls & Crawford 

2014, p. 2). 

Narrative Inquiry. “Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is a 

collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places and in 

social interaction with milieus” (Clandanin & Connely, 2000, p. 20). 

Tabletop game. “Tabletop game is a broad term that includes board games, card games, 

role-playing games and other face-to-face gaming experiences” (DiNardo & Broussard, 2019, p. 

107). 

Self-directed Learning. “a process in which individuals take the initiative without the 

help of others in diagnosing their learning needs, formulating goals, identifying human and 

material resources, and evaluating learning outcomes” (Knowles, 1975, p. 18) 

Summary 

Chapter One began with a brief introduction to the topic of what is learned by running 

roleplay games as a leisure activity. I proceeded to an examination of the problem that gives rise 

to this study. Next, I reviewed a bit of the background around role playing games, their history, 

educational uses, and recent theory. The purpose of the study was laid out, which was quickly 

followed by the research questions. The significance of the study was then discussed. Clear 

boundaries were set for the study, namely the focus being tightly on adults running roleplay 
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games for their intended purpose and what is learned as a result. Finally, I provided definitions 

for some key terms for the study. 

What follows is organized into five chapters, then the reference list and appendixes. The 

second chapter lays out the literature related to the study and practice of role-playing games for 

educational purposes, including a brief history of the genre itself and the social stigma associated 

with engaging in this hobby. Chapter Three describes the research design and methodology 

utilized in this study. Procedures for gathering data and determining samples are also discussed. 

In Chapter Four offers the findings and an analysis of the collected data. Chapter Five discusses 

the study’s conclusions and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Despite having been around for years longer than its video game sibling, there is 

comparatively little research on tabletop roleplay. Indeed, much of the roleplay or roleplay game 

research efforts have squarely centered on digital roleplay experiences, be the single player 

choose-your-own-adventure sandbox titles like Skyrim (Puente & Tosca, 2019), Multi-User 

Dungeons or MUDs (Utz, 2000), or Massive Multiplayer Online Roleplay Games or MMORPGs 

like World of Warcraft (Bessiere, Seay, & Kiesler, 2007). The research on the older and much 

more (though increasingly not entirely) analogue sibling has garnered far less attention in the 

academic literature.  

Gary Fine’s Shared Fantasy is widely considered to be the foundational text in the study 

of tabletop roleplay games (Fine, 1983). Fine wrote in an easy, approachable style about the 

sociological elements of the early fantasy roleplay communities and the burgeoning subculture 

that was fantasy gaming, but much has changed in the 36 years since. The games themselves are 

markedly different, the subculture has changed and grown dramatically (as well as many 

adjacent or related subcultures), and the view of tabletop gaming from the wider American or 

western culture has moved through several important iterative changes, not to mention the fact 

that American (or western) culture itself has shifted.  

Other authors have attempted to refresh Fine’s work. Among them is Daniel Mackay 

(2001), who wrote The Fantasy Role-Playing Game. A well-constructed and well-researched 

book, The Fantasy Role-Playing Game situates tabletop role-playing as a performance art. As 

such, Mackay tackled subjects like space, performance, narrative, and liminality from a 

decidedly theater-centered perspective.  
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Another frequently cited work is The Creation of Narrative in Tabletop Role-Playing 

Games by Jennifer Grouling Cover (2006). Cover gave genre and rhetoric much attention in her 

book. She explored the culture of the tabletop roleplay game, and the culture created by one 

gaming group in particular in some depth. She was also concerned with levels of immersion as 

well as levels of authorship and how they might impact the overall gaming experience. There is 

also a clear strand of feminist thought through most of her work. 

While Fine (1983), Mackay (2001), and to a lesser extent Cover (2006), can be 

considered foundational authors, their texts are all dated, in some cases woefully. Furthermore, 

they did not focus their research and writing on the games as learning tools, or the game table as 

a learning environment. Mackay (2001) spendt the most time out of the three discussing the 

learning potential of role-playing games, but stayed firmly theatre-centered and limits his writing 

of education to performance. 

Though Fine (1983) was not overly concerned about narrative, he does provide some 

glimpse into the overarching story of early roleplay gaming communities. Cover (2006) was 

much more concerned about narrative, but for her the construction of the in-game narrative is of 

much greater import than the narrative players construct of and for themselves outside the game. 

For his part, Mackay (2001) gave educational elements of a game more emphasis than the others, 

but predominantly focuses on education and its relation to power. In these respects, all three of 

these foundational texts failed to provide the clearest possible guidance for the study at hand. 

Starting with these three texts as a base, my exploration of the literature begins with a 

discussion of the history of this hobby we call a tabletop role-playing game, how it came into 

being, and a bit about the people and environment that spawned it. Any socially-aware discussion 

of history and role-playing games must include a review of the social stigmas that surrounded 
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role-playing in the 1980’s and 90’s, as well as today. From there the discussion will turn to the 

currently available literature surrounding the use of roleplay games in educational settings. 

Following this will be a brief discussion of the motivations of tabletop roleplayers, then some 

exploration of theory as it relates to educational roleplay. Race, sex, power, both within the game 

and without will be the next topic of consideration. Finally, this chapter will wrap up with a 

review of the literature surrounding narrative inquiry and analysis.  

History of Role-playing Games 

 The earliest roots of tabletop role playing go back to miniature wargaming. A German 

game by the name War Chess is broadly considered to be the first tabletop wargame, and was 

played by military officers as a training tool (Cover, 2006). It was played on a sand table which 

could be molded to describe fictional terrain, and featured simple counters to represent 

combatants (Cover, 2006). Wargames stayed squarely in the realm of military training until the 

early 20th century when H. G. Wells published Little Wars (Wells, 1931). Little Wars featured 

many elements that are familiar to contemporary wargamers and tabletop role-players including 

the use of dice to resolve combat, and figurines rather than simple wooden blocks used to 

represent combatants. From there, the wargame community roughly split into those who would 

use boardgames as a means of reenacting historical battles, or those that would use miniatures to 

do so. It is this second group that would give birth to the tabletop roleplaying community (Fine, 

1983). 

 Lake Geneva, Wisconsin is the birthplace of Dungeons and Dragons. However, there 

were several iterative developmental steps and the mixing of some exotic ingredients before the 

hobby could move from historical wargaming to roleplaying in a form that could be recognized 

today. The alchemists mixing these ingredients were Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, both 
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members of the Castles and Crusades Society, a loose connection of gamers and history buffs 

(Fine, 1983). In 1971, Gary Gygax published Chainmail (1971), a game broadly considered to be 

the first fantasy wargame (Fine, 1983). For the first time, tabletop wargamers would not fight 

battles that simulated an actual, or even hypothetical event from history, but rather one wholly 

fictional in nature. Chainmail allowed players to play forces consisting of elves, dwarves, 

hobbits, sprites, orcs, and other fantasy races very reminiscent of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, 

though these fantastic elements were not the focus of the game (Witwer, 2015).  

 Dave Arneson was simultaneously, and semi-independently, experimenting with 

including fantasy elements in his tabletop wargames. The earliest forms of this were secret 

missions within the game for each player and small asymmetrical goals that were assigned at 

random (Witwer, 2015). This grew until Arneson refereed a boring historical wargame set in the 

Roman expansion period. The Romans had war elephants, and the opposing forces had a high 

druid figure they needed to protect. When the Roman players charged their war elephants into 

the high druid, Arneson, out of his mind with boredom, narrated that the druid pointed a wand at 

the elephant and killed it instantly (Fine, 1983). Arneson would soon make the move to a fully 

fantasy-focused wargame with fantasy roleplay elements with the publication of Blackmoor. 

 Gygax got a copy of Blackmoor, and knew immediately he wanted to work with Arneson. 

The two brought their ideas together - the fully fantasy setting of Arneson’s work and the 

wargame mechanics underpinning Gygax’s. Over the course of the early 1970’s the innovations 

and game mechanics that would eventually go into Dungeons and Dragons were tested and 

eventually a first draft authored. Dungeons and Dragons (1974) was released by Gygax’s TSR 

hobbies (Fine, 1983). While not initially a resounding commercial success, TSR hobbies would, 
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by 1985, estimate the number of players to be between three and four million and essentially 

created the genre of tabletop role-playing games (Shieffer & Hewitt, 1985; Cover, 2006).  

Over time, D&D has been updated with new rules. The game now spans five official 

editions of the game, as well as one unofficial edition (Garcia, 2017). Furthermore, countless 

roleplay games have sprung up in response to the commercial success of D&D. The earliest of 

these, Empire of the Petal Throne and Sorcery and Chivalry are no longer in print. But, one can 

easily locate copies of games like Vampire: The Masquerade, Fiasco, Starfinder, Star Wars RPG, 

Mouseguard, or dozens of others currently in print at a local game store or online. Hundreds of 

role-playing games exist, covering horror, fantasy, sci-fi, as well wild west and other historical 

settings, all of whom trace their roots to D&D (Witwer, 2015). 

 The cultural impact of D&D spreads far beyond gaming. Countless novels set in official 

D&D settings have been published over the years. The fingerprint of the game can be seen on 

fantasy and sci-fi novels like Game of Thrones (2011) and The Expanse (2015). The opening 

scene of E.T. features characters playing D&D. The popular TV show, Stranger Things, features 

Dungeons and Dragons as integral to the story, and shares many of the themes of the early 

editions of the game. Closing the creative circle, the recently released tabletop role-playing game 

Kids on Bikes features children in a story very similar to Stranger Things. We now have a 

tabletop role-playing game based loosely on a TV show, about kids playing a tabletop role-

playing game.  

While the term tabletop role-playing game encompasses a diverse set of games and play 

styles, we will use Dungeons & Dragons as an example of a typical tabletop RPG because of the 

game’s popularity and commercial success. In a typical game of D&D, four to six players gather 

around a table. All but one of these players takes on the role of an individual character in a 
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fantasy storyworld. The characters played by the players are called Player Characters, or PC’s for 

short. The remaining player takes on the role of Dungeon Master (DM) or Game Master (GM). 

The DM is responsible for running all aspects of the game that are not the PC’s. Players may 

dictate that their characters walk into a room, but it is the DM who describes who and what is in 

the room and how those characters not played by the players or Non-Player Characters (NPC’s) 

behave. Though some game systems present different terminology for these roles, nearly all 

tabletop RPG’s have this delineation of player and DM at their core.  

A typical game of Dungeons & Dragons features some measure of conflict between the 

party of PC’s and some NPC antagonists. Frequently, this tension spills over into violence in the 

fictional storyworld. There is a clear set of rules presented in the primary rulebooks for 

Dungeons & Dragons for resolving combat that relies heavily on the use of polyhedral dice. 

Players roll dice, compare the results of the dice with a numerical description of their character’s 

abilities on a character sheet, and the DM adjudicates and describes the outcome. No matter how 

vigorous the fictional combat, there is no actual violence between players or players and the DM. 

While a single session game, often called a one-shot, is not uncommon, games of 

Dungeons and Dragons often happen over the course of many sessions spread out over the 

course of months or years. These multi-session games are often refered to as campaigns. 

Typically, the story that unfolds over the course of a campaign is rich, detailed, and nuanced, 

with all players contributing to the storytelling to at least some degree.  

The fantasy world that Dungeons and Dragons presents is heavily influenced by the 

works of Tolkien, particularly the Lord of the Rings trilogy. There are a variety of humanoid 

races such as elves, dwarves, gnomes, and orcs. Magic is real and can be practiced by the player 

characters, and the deities of these fantasy worlds often take a direct, visible hand in the affairs of 
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mortals. This acceptance of magic and fictional dieties are a key component of the moral 

arguments that have been leveled against the game. 

Social Stigma of D&D players 

 Thought there has been some amount of social stigma associated with tabletop role-

playing from its earliest days, few elements in American society have caused more consternation 

for the tabletop community than the Satanic Panic phenomenon of the 1980’s and early 1990’s 

(Fine, 1983). Conservative religious sentiments were running high at the time. Jerry Falwell’s 

Moral Majority, a Christian right political organization with deep ties to the Republican Party, 

and other groups formed in this era, and pushed hard to shift American religious and political 

values sharply to the right (Lienesch, 2014). 

 In 1979, the same year Falwell founded Moral Majority, a teenager named James Egbert 

attempted to commit suicide in the service tunnels under Michigan State University. Having 

failed to kill himself, James hid in a friend’s home for several weeks and attempted to recover 

(Dear, 1984). As Egbert was a minor at the time, the police searched for the boy at length, and 

reached out to the local community in an effort to locate the boy (Pulling, 1989). By this time, 

James’ parents had hired a private investigator to find their son. That private investigator, after 

James had been found, told local news media that he believed the boy was seduced into the 

tunnels by means of some sort of live action version of Dungeons and Dragons (Dear, 1984). 

The story swept across the country, and it wasn’t until years later that the private investigator 

would confess he had no idea how the boy got into the tunnels and that the live action D&D 

story was pure fabrication on his part (Dear, 1984). 

 Just two years after the disappearance of James Egbert, Rona Jaffe wrote Mazes and 

Monsters, a fictionalized account of Egbert’s disappearance which assumes the false information 
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given by the private investigator as reality (Jaffe, 1981). In Mazes and Monsters, Jaffe presents a 

world in which demonic forces sway a young child into mental illness, running away from home, 

and eventually to the verge of suicide. The book was so popular, it spawned a made-for-TV film 

by the same title which stared a young Tom Hanks as the Egbert analogue (Briggs & Stern, 

1982). Also, in 1982, a young man by the name of Irving Pulling took his own life, shooting 

himself in the chest with his father’s handgun. While we don’t know Irving’s motivations, his 

mother, Patricia Pulling insisted that before he died a curse was put on him by some Dungeons 

and Dragons books that were in the house at the time (Schieffer & Hewitt, 1985). Patricia Pulling 

went on to found Bothered About Dungeons & Dragons (BADD) in the latter half of 1982, and 

made a number of media appearances to preach about the evils of the game (Pulling, 1989). By 

the end of 1982, the growing narrative in popular culture, and certainly conservative Christian 

circles, was that Satan was waiting to snatch up your children, and Dungeons & Dragons was 

one of the primary channels the devil spoke through (Pulling, 1989). 

 Then in 1985, 60 Minutes aired a piece that would change the scope and reach of the 

Satanic Panic as it relates to Dungeons and Dragons and role-playing games more broadly. In the 

piece, Bob Shieffer presented a number of murder or suicide cases which he claims involve 

D&D. Gygax, who was asked to explain why his game was so harmful, said the dozen or so 

cases are coincidental, and that of the roughly 5,000 teenage suicides in the prior year, that only a 

dozen of them had any connection at all to the game is proof of that. Gygax went on to call the 

whole thing a “witch-hunt” (Schieffer & Hewitt, 1985, 5:08). Patricia Pulling also appeared in 

the piece, and as she explained neither she nor her husband had any idea that their son was 

playing Dungeons & Dragons before his death, but then later describes it as an obsession. One is 

left to wonder how a child can become obsessed with something without the parents being aware 
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of it, or if perhaps the unlocked and unsecured handgun in the home had more to do with Irving’s 

death than a game. Thomas Radecki, a former head of the National Coalition on Television 

Violence, also appeared in the 60 Minutes piece. He claimed that there had been 28 deaths 

connected to D&D in the prior five years. Radecki said, “You have eyewitnesses. For instance, 

one of the parents actually saw their child summon Dungeons and Dragons demons into his room 

before he killed himself” (Schieffer & Hewitt, 1985, 7:35).  

As ridiculous and laughable as these claims are today, they held much more gravitas at 

the time. After all, this was coming from a respected news source, with evidence presented by 

doctors. The impact of the story on 60 Minutes, the highest ranked news series and the fourth 

most watched series of any type in 1985 was watched in 23.9% of American homes, is hard to 

overstate as even those parents and children who didn’t believe in demons or anything of the sort 

were faced with a credible news source reporting the game was harmful (Brooks & Marsh, 

2009). 

 There were some academic studies around this time that refuted the claims made by 

Pulling and Radecki. In 1987 Simon, conducted a study of 68 D&D players with a variety of 

time spent playing the game. Each was administered Cattell’s 16 PF Test which measures 

emotional stability. Those under the age of 20 were given the High School version of the test, 

while the remainder took the General Population variety. The data was quite clear, not only was 

there no significant positive correlation between time spent playing D&D and emotional 

instability but “D&D players obtain a healthy psychological profile” (Simon, 1987, p. 332). Four 

years later, a study of 20 D&D players and 25 non-players at the University of Manitoba would 

find no correlation between time playing the game and criminal behavior (Abeyta, 1991). 
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 It took nearly a full decade after the 60 Minutes piece for academics like Gary Fine and 

Jeffery Victor to take a more direct stand against this misinformation. Fine and Victor (1994) 

claimed that while there may be genuine Satanists committing crimes, much of the behavior Pat 

Pulling, BADD, and the broader Satanic Panic movement were worried about was little more 

than teenagers testing boundaries, searching for identity, or just simply being delinquents. 

What has been labeled Satanism is actually a diverse collection of 

behaviors, including adolescent legend trips, teenage fad behavior, 

malicious teenage delinquency, and imitative Satanic behavior. Young 

people may acquire information about these activities from the mass media 

or, ironically, from those who wish to warn us of the dangers of Satanism. 

(Fine & Victor, 1994, p. 71) 

 Fine and Victor argued rather than spending so much time on hand wringing and drawing 

attention to the few symbols of satanism that had been co-opted by teenage culture of the day, 

parents, educators, and religious leaders would be better served by addressing the root causes of 

the behaviors. To their minds, low self-esteem, poor social conditions, and ever-rising poverty 

rates among children were the real threats, not some sort of supernatural sign of the end times 

(Fine & Victor, 1994). 

 Since then, the social stigma surrounding tabletop RPGs appears to have diminished 

somewhat, at least among mental health professionals. In a 2017 survey of 160 Canadian 

psychiatrists, 22% of respondents said they thought there was a link between playing RPG’s and 

mental illness (Lis et al., 2015). This was less than what the researchers had expected to find, but 

interesting given that there have been no studies to date that find a positive correlation between 

D&D exposure and mental illness (Lis et al., 2015). Perhaps these psychiatrists were unaware 
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that approximately one in five adults experiences mental illness in some form or another (Lipari, 

2019). D&D may be popular, but few would dare to claim that one in five adults worldwide have 

played the game even once, let alone regularly. Even using the phrasing D&D exposure conjures 

images of asbestos, radiation, or other poisonous substances and immediately and negatively 

frames the discussion of D&D and other role-playing games. One might question how much 

D&D exposure the researchers had had prior to the study.  

 D&D may be perceived by some psychiatrists as being connected to mental illness, but 

others would disagree. In fact, at least one mental health professional had used D&D as a 

therapeutic tool to reach an otherwise untreatable patient (Blackmon, 1994). So, is D&D harmful 

or therapeutic? Psychiatrists, it appears, are divided on the issue.  

 Following up on the Lis study, Ben-Ezra et al. (2018) shifted populations within the 

mental health professions. Conducting a survey of 130 social workers in the United States asking 

about their attitudes towards players of tabletop role-playing games, Ben-Ezra et al. found that 

social workers who were more knowledgeable about tabletop RPG’s were less likely to see a 

connection between playing them and mental illness. Having played any sort of tabletop RPG 

was a strong indicator of seeing no connection or little connection between the game and mental 

illness (Ben-Ezra et al., 2018). 

 Several decades removed from the height of the Satanic Panic, there is still a pervasive 

social stigma associated with playing D&D among mental health workers. However, increased 

education and exposure to tabletop role-playing games has a positive effect on the elimination of 

these ideas. Even with the current mainstreaming of D&D, role play more broadly, and geek 

culture in American society, it is clear we have a long way to go before we fully repair the 

damage done by the Satanic Panic.  
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Role-playing Games in Education 

 A number of themes emerged across the available research on RPGs for educational 

purposes. First, very few of the RPGs found in the research are commercially available tabletop 

role-playing games (Morgan, 2017). Rather, most prefered to use either online tools (Dickey, 

2011; Sancho, 2009) and nearly all of the face-to-face role play experiences were tailor made for 

that learning environment (Camargo, Roberto Jacobi, & Ducrot 2007; Doorn, 20013; Soares, 

2015). Video game and online RPG experiences were also often constructed specifically for the 

educational setting (Sancho, 2009). Next, even when using a commercially available tabletop 

RPG, educators modified the game for ease of play (Morgan, 2017). There is scant research on 

learning outcomes for commercially available tabletop role-playing games that are both 

unmodified and played by adults.  

 Another theme found across much of the literature was reflection. Many scholars leaned 

heavily on the use of reflection at the end of an educational role-play session. (Soares, 2015; 

McConville, 2017; Doorn, 2013; Daniau, 2016; Brown, 1994). The amount, purpose, and focus 

of this reflection varied widely in the literature. Some, like Soares (2015) spend little or no time 

describing what is done in these reflective exercises. This may suggest a relatively minor focus 

on the reflection itself, almost as though it were an afterthought. While on the opposite extreme 

Daniau (2016) suggested hours of in-depth reflection to which she dedicates some considerable 

time in her written work. The variance is not only felt in the amount or extent of reflection, but 

also what learners are asked to reflect upon. Brown (1994) argued that an effective educational 

role-play experience contains a reflection on the ethics or values of the individual player. This 

contrasts with Doorn (2013), who insisted that the most important reflection students can do is 

on their embodied or lived experiences in the role-play scenario. Intentional reflection in some 
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form or another is utilized in nearly all of the educational RPG experiences for adults, regardless 

of educational setting, level, or complexity of content (Bosse, 2010; Carmingo, 2007).  

The standout here is a specific form of tabletop RPG that has reflection at the very core of 

its design. Daniau’s (2016) notion of a Transformative Role-Playing Game, or TF-RPG is 

defined in part by a small group of players, with three to six being ideal. A long-playing time per 

session is an important factor as well. With minimum playtimes of two hours, and a suggested 

playtime of six to twelve hours, a TF-RPG might feel like a bit of a marathon for those 

unfamiliar with the genre. A rich atmosphere plays a key role as well, with props, music, even 

costumes or other elements to enhance immersion. However, the most important element in a 

TF-RPG is a thoughtful debriefing that invites players to make and explore links between the 

meaning of their playful experience and their own real-life journeys. These reflective debriefings 

are also long, and are expected to take about a third of the session (Daniau, 2016). 

 One of the major strands in research on RPGs has centered on role play as a tool for 

educational purposes. Much, but certainly not all of this research has focused on children’s 

education. This presents a bit of a predicament, as my study is interested in adults as learners. 

Because of the dearth of literature on RPGs as a tool for adult learners, some sources focused on 

K-12 learning will be included as a practical matter. That said, the majority of the focus here will 

be on adult learners and how RPGs either are or are not beneficial. 

 Role-playing games, often billed as simulations, live-action wargames, or scenario 

training, are used to train first responders, military personnel and FEMA staff (Stark, 2012). But, 

adult learning through RPGs goes well beyond disaster preparedness and military strategy. By 

way of example, role-plays have been utilized to teach underprivileged Brazilians the realities of 

water and land management. Utilizing five different role play scenarios which focused on urban 
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land or water management, Camargo, Roberto Jacobi, and Ducrot (2007) put everyday 

Brazilians, many of whom were living in deep global poverty, into the roles of the various 

stakeholders in these arenas. Each of the games or scenarios presented were cooperative in 

nature. There was no single winner or loser, the group as a whole won or lost together. The 

material costs of running the games was kept to a minimum, and post-game reflection was 

utilized to leverage the learning that took place over the course of the game. RPGs can be used to 

as an educational tool, even for complex subject matter and learners who are generally 

undereducated compared to their peers (Camargo et al., 2007). 

 A more recent example out of Brazil is a case study on the use of a tailor-made tabletop 

RPG for nursing students (Soares, 2015). Here, the instructors incorporated many of the 

challenges faced by new nurses, particularly in the northern, rural, and impoverished parts of 

Brazil. Scenarios emulated real-world problems faced in contexts such as primary care, hospital 

care, management, and continuing education, with each context containing approximately a 

dozen problems or scenarios. These scenarios were constructed by consulting with practitioners 

in the field to keep them as realistic as possible. Play of the game had all of the trappings of a 

modern tabletop RPG, including a character sheet, dice, a play mat/map, even miniature figures. 

After each game session, a debriefing and reflection period was allotted for students to make 

meaning of what they had experienced in-game. 

 Also, in the realm of medical training, German medical students took part in an 

experiment to compare the realism, acceptability, and communication with peer role-play 

patients versus standardized patients. In these role plays, the medical students are expected to 

arrive at an accurate diagnosis of the medical problem while overcoming any communication or 

social problems that may also come along. For instance, a patient may be a young child with a 
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high fever as a result of food poisoning, but have a demanding mother who insists that the doctor 

is doing everything wrong. In this setting, standardized patients are paid actors who are told to 

present a particular set of symptoms, or, more rarely, an actual patient who presents the 

symptoms they are actually experiencing. Peer role play patients are randomly selected 

classmates who are given the same instructions as the standardized patients. The researchers 

concluded that the use of peer role play patients was just as educationally effective as using 

standardized patients, but cost nothing and was accepted more readily by the students. The 

students were able to co-create a reality just as impactful as one created by professional actors 

(Bosse et al., 2010). 

 We turn our attention to Chalmers University of Technology in Gothenburg, Sweden, 

where engineering and architecture professors have been using role-playing games in their 

master’s level classrooms for several years. In response to the majority of engineering content 

being taught in lecture formats, and seeing a need for students to better understand the social 

issues involved in sustainable development, four professors put together a RPG that illustrated 

the complex and interconnected relationships of different stakeholders in water and sanitation in 

Sweden. After each term the game was run, it was evaluated and iterative improvements made. 

Debriefing and reflection were found to be vital for students to grasp the intricate relationships 

and complicated material covered in the role play (McConville et al., 2015). 

 Undergraduate engineering students at a Dutch university engaged in role play scenarios 

to better their understanding of ethics and social responsibility. The scenarios were designed to 

emulate recent real-world problems that had come to the forefront in Dutch politics. One 

scenario in particular, involving the transportation of swine, captured student’s attention (Doorn 

& Kroesen, 2013). While the swine-hauling scenario was a bit simplified compared to its real-
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world analogue, the students took on the roles of the stakeholders and later reported being able to 

see the bigger picture in a much clearer way. The professors involved also made iterative 

improvements based on student feedback, and found that students valued a debriefing at the end 

of each session (Doorn & Kroesen, 2013). 

 Much of this literature corroborates Brown’s (1994) experience running RPGs for 

graduate and undergraduate finance courses. Brown argues that there are three elements that are 

required for an effective educational role play experience. First, students must gain some insight 

about themselves over the course of the game. Learning about the self is of paramount 

importance for Brown, without it there isn’t much reason to be doing the roleplay to begin with. 

Second, students must be given an opportunity to clarify their ethics or values. Most of Brown’s 

role playss involve moral or ethical choices, sometimes quite difficult choices. Finally, students 

must have a low risk space in which to engage in behavior they might not choose outside the 

role-play. Students who perceive the risk as being too high will not fully engage in the role-play 

(Brown, 1994). 

 Fifth grade teachers constructed a LARP to teach predator and prey relationships. The 

game, which was played outdoors, divided players into solo predators and individual prey. Food 

tokens had to be collected each round by prey, who also had a handful of permanent shelter safe 

zones they could not be tagged in. Meanwhile, predators were instructed to tag prey as they ran 

out to collect food, with each tag representing one food token. At the end of each round, every 

player needed to have two tokens to survive and advance. Each round the dynamics of the game 

were changed to simulate drought, predator overpopulation, or some other quirk in the 

ecosystem. Students were asked to do a short bit of writing after each round, and reflect on their 

experiences at the conclusion of the game (Deaton, 2012). 
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 High School students who played a 3D computer RPG were initially motivated to 

participate in a by the fancy graphics, but were motivated to continue to play by the immersive 

narrative (Dickey, 2011). Some students who played the game were resistant, with one actively 

trying to break the game in each class session. Even with a compelling narrative, an educational 

RPG may well face resistance from some players (Dickey, 2011). Middle School teachers in 

English Language Arts classrooms in the U.S. report having some success using a modified 

version of pathfinder to teach the themes, characters, and setting to students with a scenario that 

emulates The Most Dangerous Game (Morgan, 2017).  

Motivation for Playing D&D 

 So, why then do people play tabletop RPG’s? What drives thousands of people to sit 

around a table and engage in this sort of shared fantasy? Adams (2013) used Fantasy Theme 

Analysis to draw out the social needs that D&D players get met by playing the game, and found 

four major themes. The desire to participate in a democratic process and express democratic 

ideologies, friendship maintenance, the desire to have extraordinary experiences, and a conflict 

between good and evil each presented themselves as recurring themes in the players discussion. 

Adams found that players maintained stronger and longer lasting friendships simply by 

participating in the game, said “On the surface, D&D may appear to be a game of simple make-

believe. However, the emotions, camaraderie, and accomplishments experienced in the game are 

real; thus, suggesting that real-world needs are met through communication in socially 

constructed RPG scenarios” (Adams, 2013, p. 70). 

 More recently, Coe (2017) found that the motivation for RPG players is less about 

friendship maintenance or emotional camaraderie, but rather about becoming. Interviewing RPG 

players, Coe found that while many players were recruited into the game, many others were 
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initially drawn to play RPGs as a result of creative curiosity. Imaginative creativity, exploring 

and knowing the self, belonging and interacting, relief and safety, and learning were all reported 

as motivations to continue playing tabletop RPGs. Coe (2017) argued that these factors come 

together to form a theory of becoming as the primary motivation for playing tabletop RPGs.  

People play D&D and other RPGs in order to meet real-world needs. Furthermore, role-

playing games that are seen as more immersive create stronger intrinsic motivation to participate 

in them (Bowman & Standiford, 2015). Fancy graphics and escapist notions may draw a new 

player in and keep them around for a little while, but it is narrative that keeps them coming back 

to the game over the long haul (Dickey, 2011). 

Educational Role-play Theory 

 While literature on educational RPGs is quite limited, there have been some recent 

attempts to codify the clear educational power of role-playing into useful theory. Coe’s (2017) 

theory of becoming as motivation for playing tabletop RPGs described an educational process at 

its core. As Coe (2017) explained,  

The concept of Learning as motivation encompasses the idea that 

thoughts, emotions, and interactions experienced as a character bleed into 

the player’s life outside of game play providing them with an imaginative 

space in which they can practice and develop decision making, planning, 

social skills, conflict resolution, probabilistic thinking, goal development, 

and teamwork. When a player experiences developing these skills and 

attributes in an enjoyable and non-invasive manner learning becomes 

motivating. (p. 2855) 
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 What if RPGs could be used as a transformative learning tool? Chen and Martin (2015) 

asked exactly this when they looked at the learning problems faced by the environmental 

education field. They identified four criteria for constructing an effective transformative 

educational role play. First, the experience must focus on change and not just knowledge 

attainment. Learners are not empty vessels to have information poured into them, after all. 

Second, an effective educational role play should reveal behaviors in a real-world context. RPGs 

are already well situated to building strong contexts, be it a real-world context or a fictional one. 

Third, the role-play should highlight internal and external influences on behavior. Finally, a role 

play needs to include a problem-solving approach that demands a solution. Obviously, 

proponents of using role play as a transformative education tool, Chen and Martin (2015) made it 

clear that simply is not any research yet to make the case that role play definitively is an effective 

tool for transformative education.  

 This approach to transformative role play varies sharply from, but is by no means 

incompatible with the TR-RPG as described by Daniau (2016). Indeed, Daniau’s detailed 

depiction reads rather like the descriptive test printed on the outside of a board game box about 

the experience one can expect to have playing the game inside, complete with suggested number 

of players and run-times. In contrast, Chen and Martin (2015) gave broader guidelines based in 

transformative education theory.  

 Contrasting these ideas is the Embodied Cognition Theory of Roleplaying (Lankoski, 

2012). Rather than being concerned with transforming the participant, this theory proposes that 

the persona and game fiction, motor function and experiences, as well as mimicry and mirroring 

the emotions and actions of others create a powerful combination that is both engrossing, 

immersing, and bleeds. Bleed, as used here, is the failure of efforts to bracket either the self or 
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ego, or various experiences or expressions of self. If a character or persona has a particularly 

emotionally stressful scene in game, this is likely to bleed into their lives outside the game. 

According to this theory, bleed is inevitable because of the embodied processing. The character 

is the context in this respect. As Lankoski (2012) said, “from this perspective it is impossible to 

clearly distinguish the character from the player and ‘bleed’ turns into a built-in feature of the 

human cognitive system” (p. 27). In other words, what you experience in game will, simply 

because you experienced it, bleed into contexts far beyond the game. This has clear educational 

implications, and fairly neatly explains why scenario or simulation training can be such a 

powerful learning too. 

 About this same time, the theory of an agentic imagination was being formed (Fuist, 

2012). The essential idea is that tabletop role-play fosters an agentic imagination, which can give 

players agency in the shared narrative of their characters, the immediate social world around 

them, and the wider cultural identity of the RPG community. Players can, as Fuist put it, 

“imagine-in” (2012, p. 11) by creating and participating in the shared imaginative storyworld that 

their given RPG group co-creates. Fuist also suggests a process of “imagining out” (2012, p. 12) 

in which they connect in the real social world as a gamer. Fuist further argues that there are three 

ways in which tabletop role-playing is used as a cultural tool; role-playing as self-exploration, 

role-playing as world exploration, and role-playing as connectivity. Indeed, each of these factors 

can be seen in the imagining in and imagining out processes. 

The practice of playing TRPGs creates the space for agentic imaginations 

which allow role-players to use TRPGs as a cultural tool to perform self-

exploration, world exploration, and to find connectivity with other people 

and with ideas. While many things in a society may be used as cultural 
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tools, TRPGs make for a particularly rich analysis because they represent 

one of the few ways in which social groups come together to weave 

meaningful narratives through unfolding social interaction, allowing for 

the multi-directional processes of imagining into the shared imagined 

spaces and then imagining out into the larger gaming community or other 

fields within the real world. (Fuist, 2012, p. 132) 

Self-Directed Learning 

Just one year after Dungeons and Dragons was first released, Knowles (1975) published 

his thoughts on Self-directed learning. In a Self-directed learning approach, there need not be a 

teacher, and content is not transmitted to the learner. Rather, the learner themselves set learning 

objectives, timelines, and subject matter to be mastered, then the learner goes about learning it 

when, where, and how they see fit. There may or may not be a facilitator who aids in this 

endeavor or not, though Knowles cautions teachers who want to engage in this approach that 

they may experience some strong dissonance when reconciling their roles as facilitators against 

their roles as teachers (Knowles, 1975). The shift in roles from a content transmitter to a 

facilitator of learning can be jarring for an educator, says Knowles (1975). 

Self-directed Learning distinguishes itself from teacher-directed learning in a number of 

key ways (Knowles, 1975). First, Self-directed learning assumes that as learners grow in capacity 

their desires for independence increase. Next, it assumes that the learner’s own experience is a 

valuable tool for learning, and that learning cannot and should not be divided into artificial 

subject matter categories. A Self-directed learner is more interested in solving a problem they 

have encountered in their lives, be it a social, work, religious, or other sphere, than attaining a 

degree or getting a good grade. While learning can certainly be motivated by extrinsic factors 



ADULT LEARNING AS A DUNGEON MASTER 31 
 

  

such as job requirements or seeking a raise, Knowles argues that a Self-directed learning 

approach assumes intrinsic motivation.  

Teacher-directed learning assumes that students are motivated to 

learn in response to external rewards and punishments, such as 

grades, diplomas, awards, degrees, and fear of failure; whereas 

Self-directed learning assumes that learners are motivated by 

internal incentives, such as the need for esteem (especially self-

esteem), the desire to achive, the urge to grow, the satisfaction of 

accomplishment, the need to know something specific, and 

curiosity. (Knowles, 1975, p. 21) 

Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) refined Self-directed Learning in some key ways with their 

Personal Responsibility Orientation (PRO) Model. They builton the work of Spear and Mocker 

(1984) and Brookfield (1985) who proposed that environment plays a key role in self-direction 

and thus Self-directed Learning. In short, Self-directed Learning does not and cannot happen in a 

vacuum. Self-directed Learning must be situated in a context, an environment, and the affects of 

that environment cannot be ignored. Also, as the name would suggest, the PRO model assumes 

that personal responsibility is paramount in Self-directed Learning and that individuals are 

responsible for the decisions they make in their own lives, particularly when it comes to learning 

(Brockett and Hiemstra, 1991). Furthermore, Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) argued that Self-

directed Learning is not an on-or-off proposition, but rather happens on a continuum. Self-

direction may be impacted by factors such as availability of learning resources and the skill of 

the learner, with greater availability of resources and higher skill being associated with higher 

self-direction.  
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Each of these distinctions appear to fit the experience of DM’ing quite nicely. As DM’s 

grow and mature, so do their games and, presumably, the needs of those games. While books on 

the subject of DM’ing exist (Gygax, 1979), experiences gained at the gaming table are a valuable 

learning tool. DM’s who wish to get better at the skill of DM’ing have found a problem that they 

have encountered in their lives as Knowles (1975) describes it. No one has put this problem 

before them in an artificial academic setting. DM’s who DM for more than a session or two do so 

because they choose to, and improve the skills that are required to DM effectively based entirely 

on intrinsic motivation. While there are a small number of professional DM’s who get paid for 

their time, most are not. For the vast majority it is a hobby, pure and simple. Most DM’s could 

quit at any time without any financial penelty. Just as Knowles laid out, most DM’s are 

intrinsically motivated. Furthermore, you may recall that reflection in some form or another is 

utilized in most educational RPG experiences for adults (Bosse, 2010; Carmingo, 2007), which 

fits nicely with the reflection discussed by Knowles as being integral to Self-directed learning. A 

tabletop RPG cannot happen in a void, much the same way Self-directed Learning cannot. There 

is a social context and environment in which the learning takes place, and that environment 

affects the learning. The continuum presented by Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) also fit the 

tabletop role play setting, with DM’s who have more access to learning materials or have greater 

skill would logically have better learning outcomes. Finally, just as DM’s must take personal 

responsibility for the games that they run, they must also take responsibility for the learning that 

happens while engaging in the hobby. 

A pilot study suggested that DM’s learn strategic thinking skills, as well as leadership, 

creativity, collaboration, and adaptability (Starr, 2019). DM’s reported seeing clear connections 

between the strategic thinking they were doing at the game table, and the strategic thinking 
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required for their careers. However, DM’s were not as articulate when it came to the connections 

between soft skills developed through their role playing hobby and those they used in their 

workplaces. Creativity, collaboration, and adaptability are among the skills companies are most 

in search of in 2020 (Andersen, 2020). If these skills are in short supply, a hobby activity that 

can foster them could be of interest not only to human resources professionals, but job seekers as 

well.  

Rules and Power, Both In-game and Out 

 RPGs contain a multitude of rules, only some of which are made explicit (Fine, 1983; 

Montola, 2009). What’s more, at least in D&D, there are rules which DM’s are advised and 

culturally expected to keep from player’s view. The very existence of rules the DM holds in 

secret from players creates a power structure in which the DM is above the players and should be 

respected (Garcia, 2017). Fine (1983) proposed that rules in RPG’s operate on three interrelated 

layers. The primary layer of rules are social rules that the people sitting in the chairs must follow. 

The secondary layer of rules are game rules that players must be concerned about. The third layer 

of rules are diegetic rules the characters must work within. This person, player, character division 

of rules mirrors Waskul and Lust’s (2004) psychological division between person, player, and 

persona. An individual must navigate both the written or explicit rules and the unwritten or 

invisible rules on these three levels simultaneously if they wish to continue to play the game 

(Montola, 2009). 

The co-constructed social worlds created in an RPG environment are manufactured in 

much the same way as the social worlds outside the game are created (Kociatiewscz, 2000). 

D&D was written by white men, for white men (Fine, 1983). So, how could the real-world 

racism and sexism of the early 1970’s not find its way into the earliest books, and ultimately into 
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the co-constructed social, storyworlds of D&D? Indeed, according to Garcia (2017), real-world 

racism and sexism can not only be found in those earliest editions of Dungeons and Dragons, but 

linger even in the current, 5th edition game books. While it is possible for a given DM to 

construct a game world without the influence of real-world racism and sexism, the main 

rulebooks for D&D, and thus the default setting for the game, do include these elements. 

 Role playing, when done right, offers an environment in which the cost of failure is low 

(Brown, 1994). Your character may slip and fall from a cliff face, but you do not experience any 

physical pain as a result, let alone months in the hospital or even worse, death. The costs of 

failure for those in real-world poverty, however, are much higher. Thus, exploring new identities 

or social realities in a well-constructed, safe roleplaying environment could build the confidence 

and skills required to manifest those identities and social realities in the real-world where the 

stakes are much higher. 

Staying in the spirit of keeping the risks of the game low, Stavropoulos (2012) created the 

technique called The X Card. The X Card is a simple physical artifact, a note card with an X 

drawn on one side, and a method of initiating conversations about potentially challenging content 

of a tabletop RPG. Using this method, the DM would indicate to their players what potentially 

troubling or triggering content is expected to come up in given session. Players then have a 

chance to express their concerns, reservations, or simply opt out if they are uncomfortable. This 

helps create a sense of safety among players and as Stavropoulos (2012) said, it communicates 

“We’re here together. If you need to stop, we’ll stop. The people playing are more important than 

the game we are playing.” (p.6). Using this methodology to engage in discussions of difficult 

topics evens some of the power disparity between players and DM’s (Stavropoulous, 2012). 
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 If we accept Kociatiewscz’s (2000) argument that the shared and co-created reality of the 

RPG is constructed in much the same way the shared lived social realities we experience outside 

the game, and the similarities in rule structures between RPGs and the outside world then it 

stands to reason there is much that players can learn from navigating and operating in the game 

world that would be transferable to the outside world (Montola, 2009; Waskul & Lust, 2004; 

Payne, DeVol, & Smith, 2001). Furthermore, there is much that can be learned by DM’s who sit 

in a privileged, powered space within the game about power dynamics and negotiations of power 

with the outside world.  

Summary 

Chapter Two set forth an examination of the literature surrounding tabletop role-playing 

in adult education. It first examined three foundational works in the field. Then, I discussed the 

history of the Satanic Panic as it relates to Dungeons and Dragons, and the tabletop RPG 

community (and research of it) more broadly. After this, the practical use of RPGs in education 

was discussed. Literature surrounding motivations for playing tabletop RPGs was then 

examined. Then, theories about education and role play were discussed. Finally, the literature on 

power and rules as they relate to tabletop role play was explored. Chapter Three will focus on the 

methods utilized in this study.



 

 

CHAPTER THREE: 

RESEARCH METHODS 

As tabletop RPGs become more widely accepted in mainstream culture, more young 

adults will be engaging in the facilitation of these games. However, we don’t know what DM’s 

learn simply by DM’ing. Self-directed learning is becoming increasingly common in this digital 

age, but what role, if any, does analogue Self-directed learning still have to play?  

Chapter Three describes the research methods to be used in this study. It begins with a 

review of my purpose statement and research questions. The research design is then discussed, 

followed by a description of the participants. Data collection methods used are laid out, then the 

methods of data analysis. A positionality statement follows. Finally, the limitations of the chosen 

methodology are discussed, followed by a chapter summary. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore what DM’s learning through DM’ing that they 

apply to their lives outside the game, particularly their professional lives. By conducting this 

study, I sought to understand the meaning DM’s made of their learning at the game table. 

Further, I wanted to learn how DM’s develop narratives about their time spent in the hobby to 

those outside the hobby, particularly in professional settings.  

Research Questions 

The research questions addressed by this study are as follows: 

1. What narratives do Dungeon Masters construct about their time running role-playing 

games? 
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2. What do Dungeon Masters believe they learn while running tabletop role-playing 

games that is applicable outside the game?  

3. How do Dungeon Masters apply what they learn within the game outside the game? 

4. What connections do they perceive between the learning that happens when playing 

the game and the learning that happens outside the game? 

Research Design 

This study was qualitative in nature and utilized a narrative approach. The nature of 

narrative inquiry is the subject of some debate among academics. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 

gave a clear, concise definition, “narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience” (p. 20). 

According to Gubrium and Holstein (2009), it is a strategy “to compare texts for similarities and 

differences, specifying these in terms of distinct vocabularies, plotlines, or themes” (p. 1). 

Whereas Goodson et al. (2017) said it “narrative work focuses primarily on the story as told by 

the narrative teller” (p. 4). Hendry (2010) went a dramatic step further by asserting “it could be 

argued that narrative research is the first and oldest form of inquiry. If this is the case, then all 

research traditions originate from narrative” (p. 72). Essentially this proclaims that not only all 

research, but all inquiry is narrative.  

For their part, Savin-Baden and Major (2013) acknowledged this diversity of opinion, but 

lament that it causes come confusion among scholars. Perhaps as a way of finding common 

ground, they argued that there is no one thing that is narrative inquiry, but rather a variety of 

things that could be considered narrative practices or approaches. These included using narrative 

(a) theory to make meaning of the lived experiences of humans, (b) as a data source, (c) as a 

research approach, or (d) as the final product of research. 
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For this study, Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) method of three-dimensional narrative 

was employed. In three-dimensional narrative, a narrative is analyzed and explored through and 

how it moves along three independent axises. One axis is time and focuses on when narratives 

are constructed, when they are told, and how they change over time. Another axis is space and 

explores how physical or geographical location plays a role in the experiencing or retelling of a 

story. The final axis is inward and outward. That is, how does the story navigate the outward 

social world or the internal mental and emotional word of the participant (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000). 

The choice to employ a narrative approach to the study was dictated by a number of 

factors. First, rather little research has been done on adult learning in tabletop RPGs, and even 

less on adults learning while running tabletop RPGs for fun. As such, no preexisting, validated 

instruments are available. A quantitative approach would not be impossible here, however it 

would require considerable work just to build and validate instruments. Therefore, a qualitative 

approach would thrive in these lesser explored spaces (Crotty, 1998). 

Second, even if those quantitative instruments were available, the lived experiences are 

likely to be more illustrative of the learning that occurs. Putting numbers on social skills is a 

tricky proposition at best, whereas a quantitative, narrative approach fits the material at hand 

much better. Given the nature of tabletop role-playing and the soft skills it appears to employ, 

using a softer, more social methodology seems reasonable. 

Finally, tabletop RPGs are storytelling games at their heart. Storytelling is also the 

beating heart of narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). It not only seems logical to that 

a storytelling methodology should be used in a study that investigates a storytelling phenomenon, 

but also somehow poetically just as well. 
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 Caladinin and Connelly (2000) argued for flexibility in methodological maters when it 

comes to conducting narrative research. One size does not fit all. Modifications must be made to 

fit not only the study at hand, but the participants and stories being studied or gathered. This 

sentiment is echoed by Goodson et al. (2017), who suggested methodologies must be modified, 

sometimes as fieldwork is happening. Rigidity, it would seem, has little place in narrative 

inquiry. 

Participants 

Participants in this study are all adults and experienced gamemasters. For the purposes of 

this study, a gamemaster needs to have a minimum of at least 12 individual sessions run over the 

span of at least a year to qualify. Five participants were invited to participate in this study. Their 

physical location varied widely with participants being located as far apart as New York and 

Finland.  

Purposive sampling was be employed by the researcher in an effort to capture a 

reasonable cross-section of the DM population that is representative of the demographic diversity 

inherent within the community, but also a diversity of real-world job titles as well. Purposive 

sampling works best when it is used to achieve representativeness, or to capture heterogeneity of 

the population (Savin-Baden & Major 2013). Recruitment took place on online discussion 

forums for GM’s and DM’s of various tabletop gaming systems. Reddit and Facebook were the 

primary websites hosting these forums. An initial invitation script was posted (Appendix C). 

Individuals who responded to this were then given a short questionnaire to determine their 

eligibility for the study. Those determined to be eligible were asked to complete an informed 

consent form prior to scheduling the interview (Appendix B). Interviews were scheduled with 
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consenting participants, with those the researcher believed to have a rich narrative to tell and the 

capacity to articulate that narrative in a 60- to 90-minute interview being invited first.  

Interviews 

I collected the data through semi-structured interviews via webcast software, such as 

WebEx and Skype. Semi-structured interviews allow for both the researcher and participant to 

guide the interview into areas they find interesting and relevant, while making the best use of 

limited time (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Bryman (2016) argued that semi-structured 

interviews are the best interviewing format for qualitative research. The interview protocol was 

developed to help build rapport with the interviewees and help ensure the comfort of the 

interviewees, while also providing a rough structure to help the interviews stay focused. The full 

protocol can be found in Appendix A. I had anticipated interviews lasting 60-90 minutes; 

however, most of the interviews lasted approximately two hours (with the longest lasting nearly 

two and a half hours). 

There were some technical difficulties while conducting the interviews. One participant 

had a webcam that was not functioning at the time, so we agreed to forgo video. This had an 

appreciable effect on rapport building early in the interview and made it a little more difficult to 

stay on topic. Yet, the interview still yielded valuable data. Similarly, there were audio 

difficulties early on in another interview. Luckily, those challenges resolved themselves quickly 

enough for the interview to proceed. 

Audio recordings were sent to a transcription service. Once the transcripts were received, 

they were checked for accuracy. The only consistent errors in the transcripts were game and RPG 

specific jargon such as the names of fantasy races, settings, and characters, as well as slang such 

as “nat one”. Once these errors were corrected, the process of coding began. 
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Coding 

Saldana’s (2016) two-cycle process of coding was utilized for generating codes for the 

interviews. In the first cycle, I read the transcriptions while listening to the corresponding 

recordings and made notes in the margins while listening/reading. These notes informed the first 

set of coding done with the transcripts. As much as possible, the actual verbiage of participants 

was used as codes, reminiscent of, but not precisely the same as verbatim coding. This reliance 

on the participant’s own words is a reasonable choice for these transcripts because it lends itself 

well to narrative inquiry and helps represent a subculture and its jargon fairly (Saldaña, 2016). 

Then I created a spreadsheet with the set of initial codes to make the data more manageable and 

easier to edit. Once in the spreadsheet, some codes were edited for consistency across each of the 

interviews. 

For the second cycle of codes, I used axial coding to organize the codes into dominant 

and less dominant categories. Saldana’s (2016) touch test was employed to ensure codes were 

suitable. The touch test, as Saldana (2016) discusses it, involves making sure that none of the 

codes consist of concrete, and thus touchable, nouns. The notion is that higher order analysis and 

thinking are evidenced when codes move away from the concrete and towards the abstract. This 

second cycle of coding helped to bring the major and minor themes to the forefront, and push 

lesser themes to the background. The two sets of codes aided not only in the analysis of the 

stories presented by the participants, but also in finding answers for the research questions in the 

data collected.  

A thematic narrative analysis was then performed with the coding as the primary texts. 

Riessman (2008) argued that structural narrative analysis is best used when what questions are 

central, and that it is an effective choice for novice researchers. Thematic narrative analysis 
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concerns itself with the overarching themes, taking the entire narrative as the unit of analysis. 

The thematic narrative analysis was written leaning on the participants own vocabulary as much 

as possible to forward and highlight the participant’s words and voices 

Positionality and Bias 

Positionality and reflexivity are key concerns in the execution of narrative inquiry 

(Clandinin & Connelly 2000; Gubrium & Holstein 2009; Savin-Baden & Major 2013). 

Positionality can create a number of pitfalls as making meaning of a participant’s story is not 

something done in a vacuum. That is, it should happen collaboratively with the participant(s) 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). It is the responsibility of the researcher to transmit this 

collaborative understanding, this collaborative reality, to the world in an accurate and fair 

manner. 

I have been an avid tabletop role-player for many years. Much of my time in the hobby 

has been spent running games as opposed to playing them. Many of the players at my table have 

gone on to be quite successful in their respective fields, so I have some ideas about what people 

learn or do not learn from playing and running RPGs. But, if I was content living with my own 

ideas as gospel, I would not be embarking on this research. I am much more interested in the 

lived experiences of others than my own, even, perhaps even especially, if they are markedly 

different. I’ve lived in my shoes, now it is time to see what other people’s shoes are like. 

All that said, there are some assumptions I have of the roleplay gaming community as a 

whole. Some of these assumptions are positive, and others are negative. I assume at the outset of 

this study that most tabletop roleplay gamers are seeking an escape as at least part of their 

motivation for playing. I also assume that there are threads of racism and sexism that run through 

the tabletop roleplay community. In contrast, I assume that most tabletop role-players are more 
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accepting of members of the LGBT community. Finally, I assume that most tabletop role-players 

are at least open to the idea that violence is an acceptable answer to solving problems. These 

assumptions, naturally, create some amount of bias and make it impossible to be objective. 

However, objectivity is not only unachievable, it misses the point (Wolcott, 2005). As Wolcott 

(2005) says, “Bias itself is not the problem, but one’s purposes and assumptions need to be made 

explicit and used judiciously to give meaning and focus to a study” (p. 156). 

Summary 

Chapter Three provided an in-depth discussion of the research methods to be used in this 

study. It began with a review of my purpose statement and research questions. The narrative 

nature of the research design was then discussed. A description of the participants followed. Data 

collection methods used were spelled out. Methods of data analysis were then discussed. A 

positionality statement followed. Finally, the limitations of this methodological approach were 

laid out. In Chapter Four, I will discuss the findings of this study.



 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: 

FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I present the findings of this research study. The chapter begins with a 

discussion of sampling and participants, then I describe the interview protocol. After this, I 

discuss the coding procedures used, followed by the stories of each of the participants. To 

conclude the chapter, I discuss of themes that emerged from the study and make a short 

conclusion of the chapter. 

Sampling and Participants 

Participant recruitment occurred online through various Reddit communities that focus on 

tabletop role-playing and running those games, such as r/dnd, r/behindthescreen, and 

r/dmacademy. Within 24 hours of posting the request, approximately 300 individuals had 

responded to the recruitment posts. Responses were screened for meeting participation 

requirements (over 18 years of age, with at least one year and 12 sessions of experience). The 

criteria eliminated approximately 30 potential participants. I used purposive sampling to narrow 

and focus the list of participants to a more manageable number. I sought out participants with 

diverse backgrounds, such as a variety of races, genders, nationalities, work experiences, and 

levels of experience, while prioritizing those with experience running games. Next, I sent direct 

messages to potential participants who appeared to meet these criteria best. From those who were 

interested, the number winnowed down to a total of five participants who completed the study. 

Each participant was assigned an alias, which will be used throughout the remainder of this 

dissertation. 

Demographically, the five participants can be described in the following ways. Alison is 

white, female, and in her early 30’s who lives in the US. She works in anti-trafficking. Betty is a 
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queer woman in her 30’s and does translation work in Finland. Clive is a black male in his late 

20’s who lives in New York, and works as a paralegal. Dave is married man in his 40’s living in 

Central America who works with Peace Corps. Edwin is in his mid-40’s, lives in the Western US 

and is a civilian working for the US Department of Defense. 

Table 1   

Participant Demographics and Employment Information 

Pseudonym Demographics Employment Information 

Alison 
White, female, straight, early 30’s, 

American 
Anti-Trafficking 

Betty White, queer, female, 30’s, Finnish 
Translation & 

Interpretation 

Clive Black, male, late 20’s, American Paralegal 

Dave 
Married, male, married, 40’s, Central 

American 
Peace Corps 

Edwin 
White, male, straight, married, mid 40’s, 

American 

US Department of 

Defense 

 

Their Stories 

Each of the five participants had a unique story to tell. These stories ranged from their 

time running tabletop role-playing games, to their work and social lives away from the games 

and, in some cases, deeper personal motivations, as well. What follows is a summary of the 

stories each of the DM’s interviewed for this dissertation. 
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Alison 

Alison just sort of fell into running tabletop role-playing games without exactly meaning 

to. She was part of a small group that wanted to play, but lacked a clear GM. As she describes it, 

the decision to volunteer in that first game was a spur of the moment “let’s give it a try” sort of 

snap decision. That first experience with DM’ing was not the best. She had invested a lot of time 

and energy into creating an intricate storyworld, rich with wonder and possibilities for intrigue. 

Unfortunately, her players were more interested in playing a marauding band than anything else. 

Before long, Alison found herself barely able to contain the chaotic, and at times sinister actions 

of the player-characters in the story. The group eventually disbanded, but Alison knew there was 

something more the game could offer, if only she could have a fresh start with the lessons she 

had learned from this first game, and, of course, new players. 

Sometime later, Alison collected a group of players made up of closer friends and a 

family member. This second game presented different challenges. Rather than contending with a 

group of players that lacked focus, this time she had to contend with her own misconceptions of 

how quickly player characters gain power in Dungeons and Dragons. Alison said, 

I’ve been a gamer my whole life and I play a lot of [computer] 

RPG’s. In most games you progress through levels fairly quickly. 

So, I didn’t realize how long it takes to get from level one to level 

20 [in D&D]. 

Leveling up from one to twenty (1-20) is, as it turns out, a prolonged process, much 

longer than the video game analogue. Combine this with a story that calls for the players to 

eventually be grappling with deity-level threats, and it is easy to see how Alison was having 



ADULT LEARNING AS A DUNGEON MASTER 47 
 

  

trouble getting the characters to be a strong as she needed them to be for the story to progress as 

she initially envisioned it. 

During this same timeframe, Alison continued to participate in other games as a player. 

She relished the challenge of being a good DM represents, but she also enjoyed being able to put 

all that aside and become immersed in another DM’s game as a player. Playing also gave her the 

opportunity to sit back and not have to take control of a situation. Though she felt she can be 

overbearing at times, she found that running games suits her. Though she enjoyed the control that 

DM’ing offers, it was not her primary motivation. She preferred providing an enjoyable 

experience for her friends and storytelling. 

Both as a player and a DM, Alison particularly enjoyed scenarios in which characters 

face some sort of moral challenge. As a player, one of her favorite sessions involved questions of 

whether someone’s birth determined their capacity for good or evil. In her own games, she 

reworked a race of snake-people called the yuan-ti, traditionally portrayed as a strictly evil race 

in the D&D sourcebooks, as something more nuanced. In her storyworld, the yuan-ti became the 

victims of revisionist history being written by humans and other ‘good’ races. 

While she preferred face-to-face games, Alison’s sessions moved online in January since 

some of her players lived states apart. When the pandemic of COVID-19 came to the forefront in 

March, she was well-positioned to take advantage of Roll20, Discord, and other platforms that 

were available for online tabletop games that others were just discovering. This move to Roll20 

prompted her to learn several digital skills she might not have considered before in order to give 

her players the most immersive experience possible. Still, Alison was not entirely pleased with 

the move to online play. While it did give her a chance to provide art and tokens for her players 

to move on a clear battle map (when she was lacking tabletop terrain and all but the most basic 
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miniatures before), it created difficulties in providing this level of immersion when players 

decide to go a direction she had not planned. Turning the story on a dime, and particularly 

turning the location and circumstances of a battle on a dime, is a much harder feat to accomplish. 

As she has grown as a DM, Alison has gone from simply winging it in the early days, to 

imitating DM’s she has played under or admires, to looking for resources on her own (like 

Reddit communities and podcasts). She did not particularly enjoy podcasts, but cannot deny the 

appeal and fame of Critical Role, arguably the most influential D&D podcast. Still, various 

smaller topic-focused communities on Reddit, known as subreddits, that center around D&D are 

her primary source of information on how to hone her craft as a DM. 

Alison’s used to work in a video game shop. After completing her degree she moved into 

counterterrorism. After that, she made the switch to anti-trafficking work with a non-profit 

group. She felt much better working in anti-trafficking in part because it does not present any 

moral dilemmas for her. Alison described her decision to leave counterterrorism for anti-

trafficking,  

You know how I was saying earlier how one of my favorite aspects 

of D&D is the ethical quandaries? In real life, it isn’t black and 

white. Every situation is gray. That very much played into my 

experiences with counterterrorism and my decision to leave that 

field. 

She knew she unquestionably did a good thing for people who need it with her work in 

anti-trafficking. This was not always the case, however. When she was in counterterrorism, there 

was always a line drawn by someone else. This line divided the good guys from the bad guys in a 

dichotomous way. We are always the good guys. They are always the bad guys. Even if those bad 
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guys are not nearly as bad as they might seem at first glance, and even if we are not nearly as 

good as we might seem at first glance. This sort of black and white thinking prompted her to 

move to a less ambiguous and less militant sector. In a world that was every shade of the 

rainbow, she could not justify to herself her continued participation when the consequences of 

being on the ‘wrong side’ were often lethal.  

With all of the trauma that Alison saw and learned about in the anti-trafficking business, 

she thinks of running D&D as an escape from horror. Her games tended to be light and fanciful 

as a result. She thought of herself as an easy-going DM that gave her players lots of agency, 

while also providing them many meaningful choices to make. They were not just kicking in 

doors and killing monsters. 

Alison did not experienced a lot of discrimination based on her gender within the tabletop 

gaming community. However, she did hear a lot of sexist or gendered remarks. Alison described 

this, “Literally every time I tell somebody that I play D&D, I get ‘What? You’re a girl and you 

play D&D?’ It’s still very gendered. It’s getting better though.” She also heard a lot of sexist or 

gendered remarks when she worked at the game store. Regularly, she was told that girls cannot 

be gamers, or that women cannot play games. She did not get as much of this within her tabletop 

role-playing games (RPG’s), although she selected her players from an established network of 

friends and family. 

During her time running tabletop role-playing games, Alison has honed her sense of 

improvisation and dealing with the unexpected. She has always given her players as much space 

as she can to make their own choices. Sometimes they go this way instead of that, and she wants 

to be ready for it. Similarly, she has developed creativity, leadership, and collaborative problem-

solving skills. One of the most rewarding parts of running D&D is creating a fun experience for 
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friends, but also providing a safe space to grapple with bigger issues. Going forward, Alison 

hopes to combine her experience DM-ing with her work experience, to create a non-profit that 

uses D&D and other tabletop RPG’s in therapeutic ways with human trafficking victims. 

Betty 

Betty is of Finnish nationality, but she was born abroad to diplomats. Being the daughter 

of diplomats meant that she moved a lot as a child, and spent a good deal of her formative years 

outside of Finland. She was the youngest in her family and the only daughter. One of her older 

brothers had a collection of fantasy novels that she read whenever she got the chance. She 

developed a keen interest in fantasy at a young age, and her parents only encouraged it. After all, 

what harm could there be in her reading more books? 

She played D&D with her older brother a few times as a kid. Her first experiences with 

running tabletop role-playing games came when she was a preteen; she served as the DM for 

playing D&D with her girlfriends. She took the role of DM, in part at least, because the game 

books that were available were in English, and she knew enough English language to make the 

game work. As she reflected back on it, the stories she told at the time were rather simplistic and 

derivative. Harry Potter was a big deal at the time, and her D&D game was something of a 

hybrid of both traditional D&D and the Harry Potter storyworld. Quite unlike the usual 

stereotypes in the US, Betty’s early experiences with playing D&D were that only the cool girls 

did it. Betty described her early years playing the game,  

I was in this group of girls. I mean, I’m not saying we were like the 

popular girls in school, but we were like the alternative ones. So, 

that we’re playing Dungeons and Dragons, which is not at all a 

thing [where I went to school]. It wasn’t like, “Oh, that’s really 
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nerdy” It was like, “Oh, that’s cool. The cool girls are doing it.” 

So, it also had a strange mystique to it. 

Playing the game, or at least girls playing the game, was synonymous with status among 

peers. Again, her parents encouraged her hobby. Betty described the support her parents 

provided,  

They would say “Oh, she’s having fun with her friends and not just 

drinking in the park and smoking weed” and stuff like that. It was 

always “Oh, yes, we’re going to encourage this for our teenage 

daughter and her little punk friends. 

As far as her parents were concerned, this was a fine arrangement. As Betty got older, she 

drifted away from tabletop role-playing. The academic pressures of college drowned out any 

time she had for the hobby. It was not until later that she began playing the game again and 

started attending conventions.  

One of the largest conventions in the region is called RopeCon. It was there that she 

played in a one-shot game that centered around grief as one of its main themes. This game 

proved to be a profound experience for her. It showed her that roleplay games could tap into 

deep, heavy human experiences like grief, and that they could be powerful psychological tools as 

well. As Betty saw it, tabletop role-playing games could be both therapeutic and transformative. 

She would later go on to work with a non-profit and run tabletop role-playing games for players 

who were on the autism spectrum. 

Betty realized fairly quickly that she liked to tell stories about women. During her time at 

college, she began to do some online gaming with a group of feminist, queer women. She felt 

right at home. Her groups have always tended to be more women than men, but now they were 
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almost exclusively women. It was about this time that her passion for telling her own, unique 

stories drew her further and further afield from the pre-written, established settings and systems. 

She began using her own unique settings and systems, particularly for single session games (as 

opposed to multi-session games that may stretch on for months or years) called one-shots. One 

such one-shot focused on a Japanese village in a time of war. All the men were off fighting in 

some far-off province when suddenly the town was attacked by bandits. All of the characters 

were women, and none were trained fighters. This scenario helped both her and her players think 

of themselves and the women around them, in not only the storyworld, but in the real world too, 

and what their roles in society are or could be. 

Betty worked for a time in television production. This helped shape her understanding of 

her role as a DM. She sees a DM as a good producer, much like a television producer. They put 

the right elements together behind the scenes and let things take shape with relatively little direct 

intervention. More recently, Betty has worked as a translator and interpreter. This work was 

incredibly impersonal, to the point at which she almost feels like a machine, or somehow absent 

as a person. She loved running tabletop role-playing games because it was the opposite of this. 

She was integral to the process and gets to interject her light, whimsical personality into things 

regularly. 

Betty will tell you she has not faced much in the way of overt sexism in the tabletop 

gaming community. Yet, she has had these experiences. For example, there have been times at a 

convention where she was accused of not being a real gamer. She was accused of being there 

only to get a boyfriend, or the times that her capacity to run a tabletop role-playing game was 

questioned by a man. In addition to her upbeat personality, she has a very thick skin when it 

comes to these things. She is sharp and quick with a comeback, and she is sometimes brutal 
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when shutting these sorts of sexists’ comments down. She insisted that her friends in England 

have a much worse time when it comes to sexism, and that there was hardly any overt sexism in 

her Finish gaming groups. 

When dealing with sensitive topics like race, gender, or personal trauma, with players she 

does not normally run games for, Betty has adopted the practice known as The X Card. This has 

been particularly useful in convention settings, as it gives a player who just sat down at her table 

a chance to opt out of certain content that they find troubling. She prefers happy, light games, but 

occasionally her games venture into darker territory. She is also a big fan of creating scenarios in 

which collective problem solving is baked in. She regularly gives players a puzzle that no one of 

them can figure out, or a roleplay scenario in which everyone has a talent that must be 

contributed to be successful. 

Clive 

Clive’s first experience with tabletop role-playing came at an early age when the older 

brother of a friend ran a game for his friend group. He remembers this time fondly, and recalls 

the friend and his brother as being particularly kind for inviting him to the game. As much fun as 

he had playing that game, Clive did not return to the hobby until college, around 2015 when the 

fifth edition of Dungeons and Dragons was being released. 

When asked, Clive said that he was not a great DM. Yet, if he had his hands on it, he 

knew it would happen and he wanted to see games happen. 

I don’t think I have more experience. I don’t necessarily think I’m 

a better GM, or even better at logistics. I just know that I will do it. 

It’s in my hands. We’re going to play every week unless there’s an 

emergency. I know I’ll take care of it. It’s on me.  
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Clive, counter to the conventional wisdom on the topic, not only allowed characters to be 

in open conflict with each other, but he actively encouraged indirect conflict between the 

characters in his games. He often adjudicated one character’s plots or schemes against another 

and he loved it. If characters were interested in screwing each other over, then their players were 

more engaged in the game; particularly if they are conceiving and executing intricate plots 

against each other. At least, that is how Clive saw it, even if much of the rest of the tabletop role-

playing community in general, and the D&D community in particular, did not. 

Clive has run games in the same setting for several years now, a setting of his own 

creation. However, he insisted that his best inspiration comes from movies, TV shows, anime and 

the like, outside the game. He took plot points, settings, characters and the like, and mashed them 

together into a new story. A recent story arc followed the characters as they raced across the 

world looking for crystal spheres all while opposing teams of racers did the same. There was 

nothing original here, according to Clive, “after all, it is just Cannonball Run with Fey 

creatures.” 

Clive had to learn how to handle the unexpected early in his career as a DM. In the 

middle of a murder mystery story arc one of his players decided to use a teleportation circle that 

required a roll to see if the character understood the magic involved well enough to operate it. A 

natural 1. Clive decided then and there to fast forward the story,  

So, I’m like, fuck it, natural one, they’re doing that. Speed it up, 

we’ll, whatever. And they spent probably two months of real time 

there dealing with [the villain of the next story arc]. It kick started 

the plot line. That was very good for me because it didn’t go at all 

the way I planned, but I figured, hey, this is perfect. 
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Similarly, Clive has learned a lot from his failed games. He often tried to run multiple 

campaigns at the same time, and sometimes one did not get off the ground. He might have the 

story sketched out, notes on the setting, major NPC’s and all, but the game either did not happen 

at all or fizzled after the first few sessions. Figuring out what went wrong in these failed games 

and applying those lessons to his future games was something he took seriously. 

Many of his players were close friends, and some family as well. His brother played 

regularly and could always be counted on to not only show up, but bring a lot of energy. Clive 

maintained many of his closest friendships in large part through D&D. He found that 

maintaining connections and building new friendships was easy to do through an RPG, and he 

loved making new friends. 

Until recently, his games were a hybrid of face to face and online. While Clive preferred 

online, recent events with COVID-19 made it difficult to impossible to play in person. He had a 

strong working knowledge of Roll20 before the pandemic made distance play a necessity, and he 

was thankful that he had that skillset down before the pandemic hit. Clive was able to run games 

much more frequently since the pandemic, and he did not expect that to abate anytime soon. 

Clive did not deal with a lot of racism in the tabletop gaming community. He was fond of 

saying that he is black, and that in and of itself serves as a filter. Those that do not want to play 

with a black DM just did not join his games. It made it pretty easy. He said he got a cold 

shoulder sometimes at the local game shops, but he attributed this to others being shy rather than 

malice. His players were either mostly or entirely men, and he said there are no women in his 

group who DM. He also suggested that there was not much in the way of overt sexism. 

While he always encouraged character conflict, player conflict was a different matter. He 

has learned to hone his conflict management skills through his time running tabletop RPG’s, and 
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recalled an instance in which two players insisted on not playing at the same table. One had 

harassed the other away from the game table and the situation had never been resolved. Clive 

worked with the two parties and found an amicable solution.  

Clive earned his living as a paralegal. He insisted that his time being a DM was helpful 

for his career in a number of ways. First, he was able to multitask much better than before he was 

DM’ing. When he runs a game on Roll20, he handled private messages from two or even three 

players at once while keeping the main table’s story and communication going smoothly. 

Building and telling a story, particularly from parts that are found whole is important as well. He 

was egularly asked to build a chronology of events for his legal team, and the storytelling and 

narrative building he did at the game table was directly applicable. Building these chronologies 

required not only an understanding of the events, but their meaning in the larger legal narrative. 

Conflict management and resolution was a skill he made use of outside the workplace, as was 

event planning. Clive insisted that once you have managed a small crowd of role-players by 

getting them to show up at a given place on time, stay on topic and focused for several hours, 

and orchestrate a food order during the game, you can ready to plan and execute just about any 

event. 

Dave 

Dave has lived his entire life in his home country in Central America. Now married with 

children and in his late 40’s, Dave looks back on his career as a DM and time spent in the 

tabletop role-playing hobby with mixed emotions. Dave came to tabletop role-playing through a 

unique set of circumstances in his childhood that allowed him and his neighborhood to watch a 

TV station out of Chicago. There, he became acquainted with popular children’s animated shows 

like Transformers, Thundercats, Smurfs, and He-Man. He and his friends also saw the 
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advertisements for toys and games marketed to kids. It was here that he was introduced to 

HeroQuest, a cooperative fantasy adventure board game in which one player takes a role akin to 

a dungeon master. When he was in his mid-teens, he took a trip to a neighboring country with 

more robust imports from the US, and found a copy of HeroQuest. He and his friends pooled 

their money to buy it. 

HeroQuest was a cooperative game which gave him a chance to see how the various 

missions in the game were presented, how the challenge of the game scaled to the character’s 

skills and stats, and actively invited players of the game to construct their own scenarios. Dave 

described buying and playing the game with friends, 

We started playing and we started adapting a little bit of the rules. 

So, I started, and without knowing it, I was playing the role of a 

Dungeon Master where I will create a little bit more flavor and 

background to the stories that we were going to play with 

HeroQuest. My brother kept telling me, “Hey, why don’t you bring 

in new stories?” 

In his late teens and early twenties, Dave found Dungeons & Dragons and immediately 

fell in love. A friend had brought an English language copy of the main rulebooks over from a 

neighboring country, and Dave suspected he likely had one of only a handful of copies in the 

country. He also had a connection that could bring him photocopies of Dungeon, a magazine that 

focused on D&D setting, story, and game play, and gave helpful advice for new DM’s. Dave 

spent hours poring over the rulebooks and the related D&D novels. His English language skill 

was not entirely up to the task at first, so he poured himself into the novels and rulebooks trying 

to make sense of them. It was about this time that his parents announced that they were getting a 



ADULT LEARNING AS A DUNGEON MASTER 58 
 

  

divorce. Dave’s world, his self-image, and family life were in turmoil. D&D; however, presented 

him with an opportunity to build a world in which he had control over and could feel safe in. 

Eventually, he and mastered enough of the English language to understand the rules to run a 

proper D&D game for his friends, which they played in Spanish. 

Dave’s initial games used the prewritten adventures and simple settings the game 

manufactures proposed. It was not long before one of his players wanted to have a character who 

was from a neighboring kingdom, something that was not included in the material provided with 

the game. After a couple of sessions, all of Dave’s players wanted to explore this off-the-map 

kingdom, so Dave had to learn quickly how to adapt.  

Dave’s gaming life was closeted. While he could talk openly about the novels set in D&D 

worlds, he could not be nearly as open about playing the game. The Satanic Panic was in full 

swing in his country, and he had been approached by a member of the clergy about the dangers 

of role-playing. Even one of his players turned against the game, concerned about the spiritual 

risks the group was taking. Dave and the others who stuck with his games quickly learned to 

keep their gaming to themselves. 

While engaging in this closeted gaming life, a close friend of Dave’s died unexpectedly. 

The grief drove Dave into a depression that lasted some time. As he came out of his depression, 

he felt like he needed to have a reckoning with the friends in his gaming circle. He needed to be 

open and honest with them about what he had been going through all this time, the loss that still 

felt raw. He wanted to be as vulnerable and real with his players as playing a collective fantasy 

game exposes and makes the players vulnerable. Over the course of several frank and open 

conversations, he and his players came to a new understanding of each other and their needs. It 

was not until recently that he began to speak about playing D&D with anyone outside his gaming 
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circle. Taking these first steps out of the closet have been a challenge for Dave, but he feels the 

need to be open about who he is with those around him. 

Dave’s groups are almost exclusively men, and entirely made up of the majority ethnic 

group in his country. His players made racist or sexist jokes, and he sometimes struggled with 

how to approach these topics. Eventually, a couple of players carried the jokes too far, and Dave 

felt like he had to address the situation then and there at the table. His players were a little 

surprised, but the jokes eventually waned. Dave now said that letting things go as far as they did 

was a mistake, and owning his mistakes is an important part of his growth as a DM, and a 

person. 

Dave works for the Peace Corps. Among many other duties, he reviews grant proposals, 

does program evaluations, and communicates and coordinates with the many stakeholders for 

Peace Corps in his country. Many of the key skills for his job are things Dave says he learned or 

practiced while running D&D for his friends. His work environment is highly collaborative, and 

being part of a team is a skill one has to learn early when running tabletop role-playing games. 

Dave communicated with both the US government, his local government, and the volunteers and 

others on the ground to make the program a success. Synthesizing large data sets to boil down 

Peace Crops operations into a 16-page document required the same skills as reading through the 

various rulebooks for an RPG and communicate to players how the system works and what they 

need to do to interact with it. Dave insisted that evaluating a game you have run at the table is 

essentially the same as evaluating a program for the Peace Corps, even if one is much more 

formal than the other. 
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Edwin 

Edwin grew up in a deeply religious family, in the shadows of the Rocky Mountains, in a 

town I, for the sake of Edwin’s anonymity, will call Carson. His first experiences with tabletop 

role-playing were shaped by envy. Envy of those who could facilitate and play a game in which 

their imagination could run wild. His earliest attempts to engage with the game were failures. 

Potential players would flake out, or outright refuse to participate in the face of a sort of double 

stigma surrounding tabletop RPG’s. The first being rooted firmly in the satanic panic of the 80’s. 

Playing the game was perilous for one’s soul. The second centered around gender. In Carson, 

there are only a handful of potential career paths available. For men, this means either becoming 

a farmer, a rancher, or being part of the nearby military base. In essence, all the men in Carson 

were tough, strong, manly men. Sitting around imagining you are an elf runs completely counter 

to this perceived idea of masculinity. So, for lack of players to play with and in the face of his 

parents clearly forbidding the activity, Edwin could only look on in envy of those who could 

play. He was on the outside of something he wanted to be a part of, and it was outside he would 

have to wait for many years. It was not until he was in his early 20’s that Edwin found a group in 

college who was willing to play. 

Even at college, Edwin and his friends felt they had to keep their gaming activities secret 

from others. They did not want to be labeled as dorks or geeks, and there still lingered some 

vestiges of the satanic panic. Trust was in short supply, but essential for the game to be played. 

They were closeted gamers, and any evidence that could out them was quickly destroyed or 

hidden in order to keep their collective secret. 

Despite these difficulties, or perhaps because of them, when Edwin did get the 

opportunity to play, and the experience was amazing. Much camaraderie and laughter with 
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friends was had while exploring the rich possibilities of a world that existed in the collective 

imagination of those involved. Edwin knew this was an experience he wanted to craft, to make 

happen for himself and his friends more often. He drew upon his experience running Bible study 

groups to make his first D&D sessions happen. They really were not that far apart, really, 

forming a Bible study or D&D group. Both involved finding people with interest and availability, 

then finding a time and place to focus attention around a given topic or activity. 

Parallel to Edwin’s first D&D sessions, Penny Arcade, a webcomic focused on games and 

game culture, had just begun a podcast in which the cast played 4th edition D&D. Listening to 

these podcasts made Edwin realize he wanted more from his games. He wanted to create a grand 

epic story akin to Game of Thrones or Lord of the Rings, and invite others to participate in the 

crafting and telling of that story. He wanted to take the game to an even grander place, as he 

describes it, a high-brow story in which all the players are deeply invested not just in their 

characters, but the narrative itself. He knew he wanted to explore deep moral and philosophical 

questions through the game: who am I, how do I fit into the world, what does it mean to be good, 

evil, or deeply religious? In some ways, the game was tied to his spirituality, despite what those 

gripped by the satanic panic were saying. Still, he could not help but feel a bit childish about the 

whole thing. 

The games he ran did not always go to plan. In one session, players were unable to stay 

focused on the story at hand and simply lost interest in the game altogether. He coaxed players 

along as best he could, but they simply were not into it. Looking back, he can see that the players 

involved were at a crossroads in their lives, ready to leave college, most of them to move away 

and enter the job market and the ‘real world’ for the first time. Perhaps they were not ready for 
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the story he wanted to tell, perhaps he was not ready to meet the players where they were. In any 

case, he never played again with that group. 

Edwin rediscovered D&D several years later while living abroad. The game became a 

way of experiencing community away from home. Somehow, there was less stigma surrounding 

D&D abroad. If you were a dork, it did not matter quite so much when you live in a city with 

maybe 300 people who speak your native language, sounded by hundreds of thousands of others. 

After some time abroad, Edwin began to feel a yearning to do something for the people around 

him, to create something unabashedly good. Edwin said about this calling to help others, 

I always kind of had a heart for orphans and things like that. 

There’s a verse in the Bible that just talks about religion, 

essentially pure and undefiled religion is just visiting widows and 

orphans in their distress. And I just liked that. It just seemed like a 

very unvarnished good thing to do. 

He knew he wanted to do something for those in need. He also knew he wanted to run 

and make D&D games happen. Blending these ideas, he built a pay-to-play charity event to 

benefit the orphans of the city he lived in at the time. 

The charity event quickly grew into a massive undertaking. In order to add value for the 

players who would pay to sit at a game table when they could otherwise do so for nothing, 

Edwin reached out to local character artists and convinced them to donate their services. Then 

there were figurine painters, terrain builders, and a host of others whose talents and skills needed 

to be had for free in order for the event to work. He also had to market the event to potential 

players and donors. He imported dice, fancy dice bags, and books to give to those who donated 
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at the highest tiers. He built a spread sheet to keep track of all the money, goods, and services to 

make sure everything and everyone was ready for the game. 

The event was an outstanding success, bringing in as much money as Edwin had hoped it 

might, several times over. About a year later, he hosted a similar event but brought in other DM’s 

to help run other tables, and thus increase the number of players that could participate. He also 

moved the event to Twitch, a streaming service focused on games. In this way, potential donors 

from all over the world could, and did, donate money to the cause. At about the same time, he 

began work on an MBA. The parallels between his marketing and accounting courses to what he 

was doing for the game were clear to him at the time, and have become even more so as time has 

gone on. Edwin recalled this time, 

It was just really an insane thing how this worked out. I was 

studying marketing at the time, and I was doing it. A lot of what I 

was seeing in the books in terms of metrics and all this stuff, 

balancing in terms of how much you put out versus how much you 

expect to bring in. I was studying it, and doing it in real life for the 

[charity] game. 

After completing his MBA and moving back to the US, Edwin began working as a 

civilian employee of the US Department of Defense (DoD). Among other things, he helped to 

negotiate contracts. He drew very clear lines from the work he did for the charity games to the 

work he did for the DoD.  

When you are doing accounting, you have a spreadsheet with places for numbers. 

All those numbers have to be correct and in the right places. It is the same with a 

character sheet, or with the spreadsheets done for the charity games. The strategic 
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thinking that happens in a combat-heavy session of D&D is not dissimilar to the 

thinking that goes into preparing contract negotiation. There are two, or more, 

sides, and each side has to work with a given set of rules. This is a monster’s 

armor class and these are the requirements for the new weapon system the DoD 

needs. Each side does their best within those rules to get an outcome that is 

favorable to them. To accurately portray an NPC, you have to know and anticipate 

their needs, wants, and constraints. The same is true when preparing to negotiate 

with a defense contractor. You have to know their needs, wants, and constraints. 

Edwin described another similarity between business and running a tabletop role-playing game, 

You have to be a self-starter. You have to be willing to commit 

resources for potential game but not guaranteed gain. You have to 

have a vision for what you want to create. That vision would 

include the direction you want your game to go in narratively, but 

also its personality. How do you want the players to interact? 

Even with the success of his charity games, and the clear connections to skills he uses in 

his career, he is still closeted and careful with whom he tells about his interest in D&D and other 

tabletop role-playing games. When it does come up, he usually points to the charity games and 

bills it is having used a silly game to help orphans. 

Examination of Themes 

The two-cycle coding described by Saldaña (2016) provided a robust set of codes for 

analyzing the data gathered. When constructing the first cycle of codes I made an effort to keep 

as much of the original words of the participants intact. A second cycle of coding followed using 

an axial coding method. These axial codes made major and minor themes in the data more 
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apparent and allowed for easier categorization of the first cycle codes. An examination of the 

major and minor themes follows. 

I identified four major or dominant themes. These themes include Skill Acquisition, Skill 

Application, Ethical Exercise, and Race and Gender issues. Each of these themes presented 

themselves in many, if not all of the interviews, and codes for these themes were among the most 

frequent. 

Skill Acquisition 

Each of the participants discussed the acquisition of skills, and were, overall, eager to do 

so. While some participants had difficulty articulating the specific skills they acquired through 

running tabletop role-playing games, they all provided concrete examples of instances in which 

learning took place. Skills most often discussed were conflict management, event planning, 

collaboration, flexibility and improvisation, leadership, narrative construction, teamwork, and 

strategic thinking. 

The acquisition of conflict management skills was by far the most common code across 

the interviews. Tabletop role-playing games are a group activity, conflicts arise from time to 

time. The DM’s I interviewed discussed three broad circumstances for acquiring conflict 

management skills. First, DM’s spoke about in-storyworld conflict and observing how player 

characters handled that conflict. Some of the DM’s spoke about intentionally putting player 

characters into situations that were rife with conflict to create engagement and foster player 

creativity. As Betty described it, “To begin with it’s a conflict situation. You know you’re doing 

something wrong. So, you need to immediately be more creative about how to solve the 

situation.” Other DM’s saw in-storyworld conflict as a by-product of the game that occurs 

naturally, without any intentionality on the part of the DM. Second, DM’s spoke about out-of-
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storyworld conflict, or conflict between players, as when Clive stepped in to resolve an issue 

between two players.. Lastly, DM’s spoke about conflicts between themselves and others in 

game-related settings, as when Betty defuses and deflects sexist remarks at conventions. 

While none of the DM’s I spoke with used the term ‘event planning’ to describe what 

they did as part of DM-ing, much of it appears to fit the description. Participants learned 

elements of event planning from their time running tabletop role-playing games. Participants 

spoke about event planning elements such as how food was chosen for the game, to the physical 

venue of the games, and managing the logistics of getting everyone to the game table on time. 

Some DM’s are very relaxed with their event planning skills. For example, Clive said  

I’m on my computer and looking at my computer screens all day. It’s very easy to say, 

okay, when do you guys want to play this week? We usually play on Sundays, but 

whatever. So, there’s a bit of shifting and shuffling around there. 

While other participants honed their event planning skills by tacking larger tabletop role-playing 

related events, such as the charity games hosted by Edwin, and the conventions run by Dave. 

Another dominant theme for each of the participants was collaboration. Collaboration is 

essential to the running of a quality tabletop role-playing game. A game without collaboration is 

essentially a one-player experience. While an RPG video game might be both an RPG and non-

collaborative, tabletop role-playing games simply do not work in this capacity. The collaboration 

on display took a variety of forms. Alison and Dave mentioned collaborative leadership in their 

games. Alison said,  

When the characters are trying to decide what to do, my friend will come up with 

something that is not realistic or does not really make sense. But I want to try and do 

what I can to keep them engaged and make sure whatever we do is a team effort. 
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Dave described it differently,  

I ran Seventh Sea because it was a completely different setting. But the rules too require 

players to do much more than just roll a die, [they need to] think about how their 

character is going to affect the scene. 

Betty saw more collaborative problem solving between her and her players. Flexibility 

and improvisation were on the minds of each of the participants I interviewed. Some participants 

focused more on the improvisational skills they developed while dealing with the unexpected 

choices of characters in-storyworld, while others spoke more to having to adapt to the needs of 

the game out-of-storyworld. “Yeah. If you can’t come up with things on the fly, then everything 

is just going to kind of fall apart,” said Alison.  

In even the most egalitarian troupes, the DM is seen as a leader. The amount of 

responsibility and control they have may vary widely, but without some amount of leadership or 

another, tabletop role-playing games, as they are broadly understood today, simply would not 

function. “It informed how I directed a guild of people in World of Warcraft, for example. Then 

eventually, it helped inform certain aspects of my decision making when I was running a youth 

group,” said Dave of his leadership skills gained by running Dungeons and Dragons. 

Narrative construction is at the heart of any tabletop RPG, and my participants discussed 

narrative construction at some length. While prewritten adventures and campaigns abound for 

most if not all tabletop role-playing systems, none of my participants said they relied solely on 

prewritten material. Some, like Clive, had taken prewritten material as inspiration and 

reimagined, rewrote, and reassembled those pieces into new stories.  

Learning how to work with a team is essential to effectively running tabletop role-playing 

games. Time and again the participants I interviewed told me about how critical teamwork is to 
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what they do at the table, and how they have bolstered that skill during their time at the gaming 

table. Alison described an early experience of having to work with a team of players she 

assembled, “I think I had a hard time keeping control of things. Like I said, it was my first 

campaign, so I didn’t really understand just how off the rails things can get. The players really 

tested the boundaries.”  

Dave describes the teamwork he has learned at the table differently, “Even though I knew 

a lot about teamwork, I can honestly say that tabletop RPGs helped me refine my understanding 

that teamwork is not just about the work, it is about communication. It is about listening,”. 

Teamwork, of course, extends beyond what happens at the game table, however. There is a 

certain amount of teamwork involved in getting players, DM’s, and game resources to the 

gaming venue all at the same time, which dovetails into the discussion of logistics and event 

planning above. 

DM’s have the opportunity to strengthen their strategic thinking skills through running 

tabletop role-playing games in a handful of ways. First, for those games which focus on tactical 

combat such as Pathfinder and D&D, players and DM’s alike engage in a sort of strategic 

thinking mini-game. Generally, in tabletop RPG combat there are two clear sides to a conflict 

with all of the player characters on one side, and NPC’s run by the DM on the other.  

The objectives of the two sides are, generally, symmetrical. That is, one side may have 

the objective of taking the McGuffin from the other side, while their opponent’s objective is to 

keep it. Players and DM alike are expected to abide by a singular set of rules, the combat system 

the roleplay game being played presents, in order to achieve their goal. An added layer to this is 

the idea that players have more fun when they win, but narrowly. A combat that is too easy is not 

interesting, and a combat that is too hard can be campaign ending. So, when a combat ensues, 
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skilled DM’s find themselves thinking through how to not only gain a strategic advantage on the 

player characters in the combat, but also how to set up the players for a narrow, hard fought 

victory. 

Skill Application 

The DM’s I interviewed struggled at times to articulate the skills that they apply from 

their time DM’ing. For some, like Alison, they had not made the connection between what they 

do at the table and what they do for work until they saw the recruitment post for this study. 

Others, like Edwin, saw the connections more clearly, but still struggled to neatly articulate the 

connection between specific skills learned at the gaming table to skills they apply in their 

workplaces. Regardless of how comfortable and capable they were with discussing their 

application of skills gained at the table to work and other areas of their lives, it is clear they have 

done so in a number of areas. Chief among the skills applied are collaboration, leadership, 

narrative construction/storytelling, and teamwork. 

First, many of my participants told me how important collaboration is to the work they 

do. Clive spoke at length about how his job requires a collaborative approach to problem solving 

that he developed while running tabletop role-playing games. Working with Peace Corps, he 

works closely with others to ensure services are provided to the right communities, at the right 

times, in the right places, in the right ways. While he works collaboratively to ensure grant 

funding goes where it is needed, he does not and cannot make unilateral decisions when it comes 

to grants. Edwin told me about the collaborative approach his team takes to negotiating defense 

contracts. On any given weapons system, other negotiators and project managers have put in 

good efforts before it gets to his desk, and many more will surely come after it has left. Allison 
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recounts her time working in collaboration with non-profits outside her own in order to leverage 

the resources they have to affect the most positive they change they can. 

While the value of collaboration was most often seen in the workplace, the value of 

flexibility learned at the game table seemed to apply farther afield. Using words like flexible, 

adaptable, and responsive, Allison, Clive, and Dave told me how their ability to be malleable and 

roll with whatever punches work threw at them was a key trait in their workplace. Adaptability 

was also seen as a valuable asset in life outside of work. Clive spoke about his time doing mock 

trials in college, “It’s a very similar skill set in that it is almost an administrative performance. 

Because you have to know the rule sets and how it applies on the fly and improv it. It’s a similar 

sort of thing.” 

DM’s are, almost by definition, leaders. None of my participants occupy seats of 

particularly great power in their workplaces. However, many of them have taken on leadership 

positions either within their workplaces or without, or both. Having learned how to lead a group 

of D&D players, Dave is now an informal leader within his Peace Corps office. Outside work, he 

has led several fan clubs which have hosted large events in his country. “The Star Wars club was 

amazing. We were the first to do many things in [my country]. We were the first do a movie 

premier, for instance. We helped a lot of other fan clubs get started.” Allison may not often have 

the chance to lead a team at her job, but she says she has to be careful not to given the lead by 

default within any given social group because she is seen so much as a leader after her time 

running tabletop role-playing games. Edwin leads contract negotiations with the largest defense 

contractors in the world, and has held leadership positions in various faith organizations. While 

he sees this as a two-way street, he is adamant about the influence the leadership experience at 

the gaming table has had on his work and social life. 
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Clive, Edwin, Dave, and to a lesser extent Allison all work in fields in which narrative 

construction and storytelling are important. As a paralegal, Clive builds medical chronologies, 

essentially constructing and telling the story of a given client’s medical condition so the rest of 

his legal team can argue a case more effectively. Edwin reports on the successful round of 

contract negotiations, a part of which is a narrative of how an agreement was reached and where 

his team might go from there. Dave also reports to his superiors, but rather than progress on 

weapons, he is telling the story of American expats as they try to make the world outside the US 

a better place to be. Each of these DM’s have taken the lessons they learned about crafting a 

compelling narrative and telling that story in an engaging way through tabletop role-playing and 

applied them directly to their work. 

Of the DM’s I spoke to for this dissertation only one, Betty, who works as an interpreter, 

has a job in which they work essentially independently. The rest are part of a team in their 

respective workplaces. Edwin does not always lead the contract negotiation teams he is a part of, 

so learning how to be an effective part of a team and how to collaborate with others has been an 

important lesson for him. Allison’s exact responsibilities in her job can vary widely, as can the 

workgroups she is assigned to. Having the experience of working with diverse teams of players 

has prepared her for this sort of ever-shifting teamwork in her job. Clive collaborates with a wide 

range of stakeholders, volunteers, and members of the community in order to leverage the 

limited resources of Peace Corps in his country. All of them have clearly applied what they have 

learned from running tabletop role-playing games. 

Ethical Exercise  

The final major theme to emerge from an analysis of the interviews is that of ethical 

exercise. Allison, Betty, and Edwin each spoke about the idea of putting characters in tricky 
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moral situations in their respective storyworlds in order to see how the characters, and to a lesser 

extent, the players react. The classic example of this sort of moral conflict between fantasy 

characters is how a Paladin, a knight sworn to uphold law and justice, and a Rogue, shady 

character with a Robbinhood-esque sense of morality, handle a petty thief caught stealing bread 

to feed their family. Traditionally, the Paladin is expected to uphold the letter of the law, but the 

morality of that choice may be questionable, particularly if the law demands a harsh punishment. 

Similarly, the Rogue is traditionally expected to let the thief go with little more than a warning. 

But, here too there are questions that could be raised about the morality of that choice. This is but 

a simple example of the sorts of moral exercises DM’s spoke about encouraging their players to 

engage in at the table. 

This use of ethical exercise in tabletop role-playing games serves a broader purpose, 

according to Betty. One of her primary motivations for playing is getting to know other people 

and maintaining friendships. Learning about her players by putting them in these challenging 

situations is an important aspect of this. Contrast this with Edwin’s discussion of morality and 

spirituality in his storyworlds, where the DM may not be as interested in learning how the 

players think or feel about a particular moral question, but rather be interested in providing 

players with the space to explore that question on their own. 

Race, Gender, and Distance 

Race and gender issues run like an undercurrent below the stories I heard from DM’s, but 

one must look under the surface to find them. Race, gender, and their relationship to distance is a 

dominant theme. By distance, I mean not physical distance so much as social distance. This is a 

dominant theme not so much because it came up a lot in these conversations, but because of 

when, how, and where it came up. I will begin by discussing race. 
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Race is an integral part of Dungeons and Dragons, and many fantasy themed RPG’s. In 

the storyworld presented by the publishers of Dungeons and Dragons, there are nearly a dozen 

races such as elves, dwarves, gnomes, orcs, and humans. Your race plays a key role in 

determining how smart, strong, or attractive your character is. Orcs are stronger than humans and 

dumber than elves. As Garcia (2017) notes, all of this reifies race and racism in the storyworld. 

Against this backdrop, nearly all of DM’s I interviewed described running tabletop role-

playing games with exclusively or nearly-exclusively ethnically homogeneous groups. While the 

characters in the storyworlds of the various games might be quite diverse, the people playing 

those characters at the table appear not to be. This echoes some of the earliest findings of Fine 

(1983) who noted the overwhelming whiteness of the members of the Castles and Crusades 

Society. 

Similarly, when asked if they had experienced or seen any racism in the tabletop role-

playing community, nearly everybody reported having had little or no interaction with real-world 

racism. But, when asked if they know of others who have encountered racism in the gaming 

community, nearly all said that they had. Has the tabletop role-playing community really come 

that far since it’s early days in Wisconsin, or are DM’s essentially blind to the racism that exists 

in the gaming community? Or is it rather that racism is distant, somewhere ‘over there’ where 

DM’s can conveniently ignore it if it is not causing an immediate problem? Clive says he does 

not spend much time in game shops, in part because he feels like he is being looked at. While he 

insists, “I don’t think it is about race. I think it is about them being shy and maybe a bit 

territorial,” it cannot be ignored that he is the only black male participant and describes most of 

the people who frequent game shops as white. Racism may be ‘over there’, but it also seems to 

be right here too. 
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A similar pattern emerges when it comes to gender. While Dungeons and Dragons no 

longer features rules for how male and female characters are different, the white men who 

formed the game certainly left their mark on gaming culture. All of the DM’s I spoke with said 

they had relatively few instances of sexism in their games, but (with the notable exception of 

Alison) each of them had a story to tell involving either they themselves or someone close to 

them experiencing some form of blatant sexism in the tabletop gaming community. For the men, 

the issues of gender were described in the same distant terms as race. Gender discrimination and 

sexism are problems that are ‘over there’. Sure, they exist, but we will all feel more comfortable 

not worrying about it too much. 

For some women, however, the proximity is clearer. Betty described having to defuse 

encounters with openly sexist people at conventions, demeaning advances from men in the 

gaming community, and being belittled at other gaming events. But, at the same time, she insists 

that sexism is not a big issue for her, and that her friends in other European countries have it 

much worse. Race and gender issues both are more comfortable when kept at arm’s length. 

Minor Themes 

In addition to the major themes discussed above, a number of minor themes also made 

themselves apparent after analyzing the data. These minor themes were identified in the same 

fashion, but are less prevalent, or appear less commonly across the narratives presented by the 

DM’s who participated. A discussion of the minor themes of emotion, community, non-profit or 

NGO work, and the X card follows. 

Emotion and Stigma 

The effects of the Satanic Panic and other social stigmas that surround tabletop role-

playing play a key role in the stories of the DM’s who participated in this study. Each of the 
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DM’s I spoke to at least made mention of the Satanic Panic, even if, as in Betty’s case, to say she 

was not affected by it. Others, like Edwin and Dave, have had experiences shaped quite 

dramatically by the Satanic Panic. The stereotype of the socially awkward, inept, and 

unemployed tabletop role game player also comes into play as well. Clive described having 

encountered players who fit this stereotype, while Betty and Edwin insisted that, while some 

have tried to apply it to them personally, they saw the stereotype as not only wrong, but counter-

intuitive. 

The emotional experiences of the DM’s I spoke to were quite varied. However, there 

were some emotions that appeared in their stories more often than others. Pride is the first among 

these. Each of the DM’s spoke about having some moment that made them proud as a DM, 

proud of their hobby, the craft of DM’ing. Alison took pride in introducing DM’ing to her 

boyfriend. Edwin took pride in running a successful charity gaming event, and Dave spoke about 

being proud of introducing an experienced group of role-players to a new game system, and a 

different approach to role-playing. 

Not all of the emotional experiences were positive however. Dave and Edwin spoke at 

length about the shame they have felt about engaging in a hobby that is stigmatized. Some of this 

shame stems from the satanic panic, while some of it stems from the idea that gaming, and 

tabletop role-playing in particular is dorky or geeky, and thus lesser than other hobbies. Betty 

told me about her experiences processing grief through role-playing, and Edwin spoke about 

how, as a child, how he was envious of children who were allowed to play D&D. 

Community  

The DM’s I spoke with suggested that part of the motivation for playing and running 

tabletop role-playing games is community. Building and maintaining social connections and 
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community is important anytime, and arguably more so in the current pandemic. This theme 

became more prominent when participants spoke about living abroad or otherwise far from 

home. While DM’s are a part of their host countries community when abroad, and the expat 

community as well, they are also a part of the gaming community, and, more intimately, the 

community of those that partake in their game. It is not entirely clear if these small tabletop role-

playing communities help to provide needed socialization and other support when far from 

home. What is clear, however, is that community is a regularly discussed motivation for 

continuing to be a DM, particularly when far from home. 

Non-Profit and NGO work 

Two of the DM’s, Allison and Dave, shared their stories from careers in non-profit groups 

and NGO’s respectively. Dave described his time working with NGO’s in a tone that suggested 

predestination, as though it were a calling of sorts. This contrasts Allison’s description of her 

time with non-profit groups in more strategic, career planning terms. Regardless of the 

motivations, it striking that two of the five DM’s I spoke with make their living in the non-

profit/NGO sector. Then there is Edwin. While yes, he works for the US military, a far cry from 

what most people might envision when thinking of NGO work, his time spent running tabletop 

role-playing games that benefited orphans set him on the educational path that put him in the 

position he is in today. The majority of participants either do charity work of some sort as a 

career, or are in the careers they are because of charity work done it in the past. This is a striking 

detail, particularly given that there is nothing about most tabletop RPG’s that suggest players or 

GM’s be involved in this line of work. 
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The X Card 

Both Betty and Dave mentioned The X Card, a technique used by some GM’s in order to 

avoid triggering previous traumatic experiences in their players and create consensus about the 

content that is and is not acceptable at the table. Stavropoulos (2012) describes the X card as a 

tool to give players a way out of situations they find uncomfortable or painful. It is noteworthy 

that the two DM’s who brought it up in conversation both live outside North America, and none 

of the DM’s who live in North America mentioned it. Perhaps this sensitivity to topics that might 

be troubling for players beyond race and gender will become more prevalent in North America. 

Conclusion 

This chapter described the findings of the study in some detail. The chapter began with a 

discussion of sampling and participants, then a description of the interview protocol. After this is 

a discussion of the coding procedures used. The stories of each of the participants were presented 

next. Finally, there will be a discussion of themes. The next, and final chapter will be a 

discussion of the findings as well as recommendations for future research. 



 
 
 

 

 

CHAPTER 5:  

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this final chapter I discuss the findings presented in Chapter 4. I review the research 

questions this study presented and examine the answers. A discussion of how the findings relate 

to Self-directed Learning follows. Finally, I conclude this study with a series of suggestions for 

DM’s, employers, and future researchers. 

Discussion of Research Questions  

To review, this study addressed the following research questions: 

1. What narratives do Dungeon Masters construct about their time running role-playing 

games? 

2. What do Dungeon Masters believe they learn while running tabletop role-playing games 

that is applicable outside the game? 

3. How do Dungeon Masters apply what they learn within the game outside the game? 

4. What connections do they perceive between the learning that happens when playing the 

game and the learning that happens outside the game? 

The narratives DM’s construct about their time running tabletop role-playing games are 

as varied as the DM’s and the games they run. People come to tabletop role-playing in many 

different ways, and the first forays into DM’ing are similarly quite diverse. Beyond this, the 

stories struck differing cords in terms of the focus of the hobby, the motivations for being a DM, 

and also the audience for the DM’s stories. 



79 
ADULT LEARNING AS A DUNGEON MASTER  
 

 
 

The narratives DM’s construct about their time in the hobby appear to be shaped by their 

focus on and within the hobby. Some of the stories DM’s told of their time running games 

focused on the crafting of a shared narrative, while others were about lighthearted fun with 

friends. Edwin, for instance, always wanted to create complex, high minded works or 

“something akin to literature” as he puts it, in his games, but ended up constructing what he 

describes as a low-brow game that could appeal to almost everyone. Contrast this with Betty, 

who savors creating entirely new and unique storyworlds that are rich with emotion and detail 

for her players to explore for each campaign she runs. Despite these differences, when one views 

the careers these DM’s have through the lens of the narratives they construct about their time at 

the game table some evidence for Lankoski’s (2012) Embodied Cognition Theory of 

Roleplaying. DM’s appear to imagine-out and take their experiences of running a game with 

them into the real world. Similarly, they also appear to experience some amount of what Fuist 

(2012) called bleed, particularly when it comes to skills like conflict management. Conflict 

between PC’s and NPC’s provides lessons that bleed into the real world.  

Similarly varied are the motivations for being a DM. Do DM’s do it for a sense of control 

or self-aggrandizement? Or, is it more about helping others have a good time? Could it be about 

self-expression, or maybe puzzle creation and solving? The narratives told in the course of this 

study would suggest all of these are not only valid motivations on their own, they may mingle 

and mix in different proportions over the career of a DM. This partially confirms Coe’s (2017) 

assertion that RPG players are motivated by exploring, knowing self, belonging, interacting, and 

relief and safety.  

The audience for these stories varies as well. For some, like Clive who says if he went out 

to be social with friends, D&D always came up in conversation; DM’ing was an integral part of 
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their social lives. They are open about their gaming, enjoy the hobby and wish to share it with 

those around them. He was more than willing to share his tales of DM’ing with just about 

anyone. Others, like Dave and Edwin, however, were haunted by the echoes of the Satanic Panic. 

They enjoyed the game in private, with a small group of trusted friends or family, but were 

hesitant or resistant to discussing it openly in public. When public conversations about the game 

could not be avoided, they were couched in terms of the game being silly but utilitarian in nature, 

such as Edwin’s raising of money for orphans. For these folks, they reserved sharing their tales 

of DM’ing only for those who already knew their secret. The damage done by Pulling (1989), 

Jaffe (1981), and Shiefer & Hewitt (1985) are is very real for Edwin and Dave. Some, like 

Allison and Betty, fall somewhere in between with tabletop role-playing being a valued hobby, 

but one that did not dominate their social landscape. They were willing to share the stories they 

have to tell, but not to just anyone. 

For all the variety in narratives, the common thread of community was evident in each. 

The nature of running a tabletop role-playing game, and particularly a face-to-face game, is one 

of community building. Players and DM’s have to negotiate and come to consensus on the 

standards of the community, and when, where, how, and by whom those standards will be 

enforced. Again, this partially confirms Coe’s (2017) assertions about community, among other 

factors, as motivation. Gaming groups have to delineate boundaries of their community, who is 

included and who is nott. And, while not strictly speaking required, the gaming groups observed 

for this study engaged in care-taking of those within their communities. If one player could not 

show up for a game, there was curiosity as to why, and if any help was needed. Lankowski 

(2012) might see this as further confirmation of imagining-out through the collective 

construction of a social group identity. 
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Addressing the second research question, it is clear that DM’s believe they are learning 

quite a lot from their time running tabletop role-playing games. Generally, they understand this 

learning to be completely informal, but have little trouble articulating what it is that they have 

learned. Among these skills are conflict management, event planning, collaboration, flexibility, 

leadership, narrative construction, and strategic thinking. With the exception of strategic 

thinking, each of these skills are used regularly in any face-to-face, or face-to-face over digital, 

roleplay game. The lack of any of these skills could quite reasonably leave a DM without a game 

to run in short order. A quality DM will not only need to acquire these skills quickly if they lack 

them entirely, but will also wish to bolster their abilities in these areas beyond what they already 

possess. 

Conflict can and will arise between characters, players and the DM, players themselves, 

and some or all of the game group and those outside it. Similarly, the planning and execution of a 

game session is engaging in event planning. Few DM’s may call it by that term, preferring 

instead to use terms like logistics, group management, or even “herding the cats,” but no matter 

what they call it, they are practicing event planning. As a group activity, collaboration is 

essential, and DM’s who cannot collaborate quickly finds their players leaving for a more 

welcoming group. Game sessions rarely go to plan, either in terms of the story being presented, 

or the event of the game session itself. DM’s are presented with a myriad of opportunities to 

improve their flexibility and adaptability in both realms. Dungeon Masters are, almost by 

definition, the leaders of their game groups. Those that don’t have leadership skills can develop 

them in fairly short order by running a tabletop role-playing game. All RPG’s tell a story. Even if 

a DM were to be completely unfamiliar with the structural elements of a story or how to go about 

constructing or telling one, there are thousands of prewritten adventures which provide 
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wonderful examples to learn from. While strategic thinking is not essential to tabletop role-

playing games, it is often found in the form of tactical combat against monsters or the villain of 

the story. In games where tactical combat plays an important role, like D&D, a DM may see 

several chances to deepen their understanding in this area. 

That’s all well and good, but how do DM’s apply these skills outside the skills they learn 

in a game setting, outside it? DM’s apply their collaborative skills not only in their workplaces, 

but in their social lives as well. Allison, for instance, works in close collaboration with other anti-

trafficking organizations in order to maximize impact. Some, like Dave and Edwin, are active in 

faith organizations where collaborative effort can yield greater results. The leadership skills Dave 

gained at the table helped him to run fan clubs and youth groups, while Edwin makes use of his 

leadership skills in defense contract negotiations. Clive builds and presents stories in his line of 

work as a paralegal, and Allison finds it useful to share the stories of those her organization has 

helped liberate from trafficking. In short, DM’s apply the skills they learn through running 

tabletop role-playing games both in their work and personal lives, outside of their games. 

What connections do DM’s see between what they learn in the game and outside the 

game? Again, the answers vary quite a bit. However, there is a general sense from the data 

collected for this study that DM’s understand their learning in game and out of game to be part of 

a cohesive whole. As Dave put it, “I don’t think you get everything from one place.” The DM’s 

who participated in this study seamlessly spoke about learning and applying skills, suggesting 

that, at least to some extent, the two ideas are intertwined. That said, they tended to downplay or 

devalue the learning they do as part of the game in relation to other sources, particularly formal 

academic sources. This may be in part due to the person, player, character division Fine (1983) 

discussed, though I might suggest in this case it be more accurately stated as a person, DM, NPC 
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divide. They learning they do as a DM appears to be less than or devalued in comparison to the 

learning they do as a person. They also struggled to articulate exactly how they applied the skills 

they learned from the hobby to their workplaces, but on the whole were quicker to make a 

connection from workplace to hobby. 

Self-directed Learning and Nonformal Education 

 Knowles (1975) argues that Self-directed Learning has several key dimensions. First, the 

theory assumes that as humans mature they move towards independence and autonomy. Second, 

the learner’s own experiences are an essential resource for learning. Third, learners look for 

solutions to problems they encounter as part of their regular lives. Fourth, adults focus on 

problem-solving learning. Finally, intrinsic motivation rather than extrinsic motivation is what 

drives Self-directed learning. 

Aside from the first element, each of these occur in the narratives presented by the DM’s 

interviewed for this study. DM’s first and most important resource for learning is their own 

experiences of running tabletop role-playing games. All of the DM’s I interviewed told me again 

and again about how they learned from their time at the game table and managing their players 

away from the table. DM’s search out solutions to the problems they encounter running their 

games, or anticipate encountering in their games. Conflict resolution is a skill all of the DM’s I 

spoke to said they had acquired because a conflict arose between players, or between players and 

themselves. Finally, DM’s are motivated to learn not because they are getting a grade, or because 

their paycheck depends on it. Rather, they are motivated intrinsically. They want to feel more 

comfortable in their role as a DM, they want to create a better experience for their players, or 

they simply seek self-improvement. 
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So how does all of this focus on skills needed to run a game spill over into other areas of 

life? The process appears to begin with DM’s being intrinsically motivated to improve the skills 

required to be a good DM, or “hone the craft”, as Alison put it. They hone the craft by using their 

own experience as a learning resource, as well as tracking down their own learning resources 

such as seeking the advice of DM’s they respect, podcasts, magazine articles, and books such as 

the Dungeon Master’s Guide. The skills they learn in this Self-directed way are highly 

transferable to other areas of life. A DM might learn how to plan and execute a roleplay session, 

then go on to plan and execute a bible study group, or charity event. Similarly, a DM might 

improve their ability to manage a team at the game table and later go on to manage a team at 

work. 

To put it another way, DM’s learn transferable skills not because they are want to be 

better wedding planners or employees, but because being a Dungeon Master creates problems in 

their lives they are intrinsically motivated to solve. DM’ing is almost certainly not unique in this. 

It is easy to see how many hobbies could create problems hobbyists are intrinsically motivated to 

solve, whose solutions are highly transferable skills outside of the hobby. 

Recommendations for DM’s 

DM’s and players alike should be brave, bold, and public about their gaming. Move past 

your fears of the stigma and the stereotypes. Yes, there will be some who judge you for your 

choices. But, honestly, these people will judge you no matter what choice you make. So, why not 

be out about your gaming and at least be happy and free in the face of that judgment. I grew up 

with the Satanic Panic in full swing. My mother told me to D&D was evil, and I’d burn in hell if 

I played. The first time I picked up a Monster Manual for D&D, I thought for sure a demon 

would pop out. Instead, there was just goofy artwork of fantastic monsters and some well-
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constructed prose. If I am brave enough to be out about my gaming and write a dissertation on 

the topic, surely you can be too. 

Having said that, be mindful of the stereotypes and take a moment to be sure not to 

validate any of the negative ones. Nobody wants to be the smelly gamer. Sure, not all stereotypes 

are negative, but it is on the members of the gaming community to police our own. If you see 

one of your fellow gamers engaging in sexist behavior or using gendered language unnecessarily, 

step up and say something. The same goes for racism or any other sort of exclusionary or gate 

keeping behavior. This hobby was build by white men, for white men (Fine, 1985) and, sadly, is 

still marked by racist and sexist notions (Garcia, 2017), but it does not need to stay that way. 

There is enough room in our fantasy worlds for everyone. Let’s be sure we are as welcoming as 

possible. 

Finally, I say to my fellow gamers, not only should you have the courage to be out about 

your gaming, you should be proud of the skills you have developed while gaming. Be explicit 

with potential employers about what skills you have learned while engaging in your hobby. 

DM’s should be making it plain to interviewers that they have developed event planning skills 

over years of tabletop gaming, or that they understand conflict resolution from running games 

with players who had short tempers, or that they can adapt to an unforeseen turns of events 

because their party members never, ever seem to go the direction you think they will. Being a 

DM is a completely valid thing to put on a resume. 

Recommendations for Employers 

Employers would do well to see the hobbies their employees (or potential employees) as 

serious learning opportunities. Employers who are looking for employees with leadership skills, 

who can work effectively as part of a team, and who are flexible and able to react to unexpected 
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circumstances should take DM’ing experience as an indication of having taken the time to 

improve those skills outside of work. Other hobbies may indicate different skills mastered on the 

candidate’s own time, and that should be taken into hiring decisions as well. Human Resources 

professionals would do well to remember that Self-directed Learners are intrinsicly motivated 

(Knowles, 1975) and take some measure of personal responsibility for their learning ( Brockett 

and Hiemstra, 1991). 

Furthermore, employers should give serious consideration to using tabletop role-playing 

games as a teambuilding exercise, a leadership training exercise, and as a way to train soft skills. 

Perhaps, rather than sending employees off for an expensive leadership seminar, it might be both 

less expensive and more effective to purchase copies of the D&D Rulebooks and host a series of 

roleplay sessions. While it is doubtful that all employees would enjoy role-playing as an elf 

wizard, it would almost certainly be a welcome break from the traditional business seminar, and 

it would certainly provide a new way of presenting leadership, teamwork, flexibility, and other 

skills employers want to foster. 

Limitations of the Study 

When it comes to qualitative research, validity has come to refer to the fit or 

appropriateness of the data, process, and instruments (Leung, 2015). While I have made every 

effort to make the methods and instruments align with the research questions and subject in 

question, an ethical researcher doesn’t neatly have control over the data they collect. All that 

reasonably can be done to confront threats to validity, as described by Leung (2015), has been 

done with the resources available.  

Generalizability is often a problem for qualitative research and it remained so with this 

study. While there are no reliable estimates of the number of tabletop roleplay gamers, Gary 
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Gygax stated in a 1985 interview that there were roughly five million people playing D&D at 

that time (Schieffer & Hewitt, 1985). It seemed safe to assume this number has grown 

substantially since then, but comparing the five participants of this study against the unknown 

population is difficult at best. The experiences and stories of the five participants represented 

here may well not be applicable to the broader population of DM’s.  

Significance and Strengths of the Study 

Despite the small sample size, this study offers a look at an understudied population, 

namely DM’s. The commercial success and popularity of Dungeons & Dragons may have led to 

a robust study of the players of the game, but not those who run it. DM’s, almost by definition, 

have plenty of opportunity to fantasy stories in their storyworlds, but have comparatively few 

opportunities to tell their personal stories in the real world, and even fewer in the academic 

world. Similarly, this study lends voice to those who feel they cannot speak about topics that are 

central to their lives and identities. Two of the five DM’s represented here felt the need to be 

closeted about their gaming hobby. This glimpse into the experiences of those affected by the 

Satanic Panic is rather rare and should give us all pause to consider who in our own lives might 

be carrying a similar burden. 

This study also confirms much of the foundations of Self-directed Learning are present in 

the running of tabletop RPGs. Knowles (1975) set out a clear, early definition for Self-directed 

Learning, and DM’s appear to be engaging in just exactly that. By wanting to be better at running 

the game they so love, DM’s learn valuable skills that are transferable to contexts far from the 

gaming table. This study also confirms earlier research on race and gender, namely Fine (1985) 

and Garcia (2017). The tabletop RPG community’s past is intertwined with racial and gendered 
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inequality, and even today it struggles to reconcile a more welcoming and egalitarian future with 

these darker elements of its past.  

More importantly, this study serves to open a conversation about the educational nature 

of tabletop RPGs, even when those games are not played for the purpose of learning. Playing 

Dungeons & Dragons, or any other tabletop RPG offers opportunities to grow and learn in a safe 

environment, with a low risk of failure. Perhaps it is time the professional and academic world 

start to take the job skills that can be learned from these games seriously and give them the credit 

and research they deserve.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

There is much that is still unknown about the relationship between tabletop role-playing 

and learning, particularly adult learning. I believe a significant portion of this lack of research is 

the result of ambiguous and confusing nomenclature. The term role-playing game is vague 

enough to include things that bare little to no resemblance to each-other. Take a murder mystery 

dinner party and World of Warcraft as examples. One involves close, direct face-to-face 

interaction and prompts players to embody the role of a character unlike themselves while 

attempting to solve a fictitious murder. The other prompts players to sit in a chair for long 

periods of time, use a computer to interact in a video game world that centers around fictional 

combat with potentially zero, or close to zero interaction with other human players. These both 

fit the definition of role-playing game as it currently stands. The result is research on the subject 

of role-playing games that has little or no relevance to other studies of role-playing games. 

Much, but certainly not all, of this confusion boils down to whether we mean role-playing game 

to indicate a genre that can include video games or not. Are video games that offer deep and 

compelling interaction with the computer and potentially little to no human interaction roleplay 
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games? Or, do roleplay games feature human players take on the role of characters and have 

potentially deep and compelling interactions with each other but little to no interaction with a 

computer. 

Studies of video games in the RPG genre such as World of Warcraft or Second Life 

abound, but comparatively little research has been done on and in so contemporary face-to-face 

via digital roleplay platforms such as Roll20, Discord, and Foundary VTT. With much of the 

research on online role-playing games focusing on video games of the roleplay genre in which 

little or no close interpersonal communication happens (let alone what many tabletop role 

players would recognize as roleplay), we are left with woeful gaps in our understanding of the 

power of face-to-face games presented in a digital format. Anyone looking for a topic in the 

educational field with wide knowledge gaps could do worse than choosing to research learning 

and tabletop role-playing games. 

Piggybacking on this disparity in research is the lack of research on what affects venue 

has on what players get out of role-playing games, including learning. Does playing World of 

Warcraft in the same room with other people as opposed to remotely change what those players 

get out of the experience? Does it change what they learn or even if they learn? What do tabletop 

role players get out of a traditional face-to-face roleplay game like Dungeons & Dragons vs 

playing the game on Roll20 or Foundary VTT? These are compelling questions that, particularly 

in an age when illness and differences in ability can keep people physically separated for long 

periods, increasingly need answers. 

I believe I have made a compelling case for DM’s learning through running tabletop role-

playing games. A skilled quantitative researcher could quantify that learning and put it into the 
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numeric form that policymakers hold so dear. Changing educational policy to include more 

tabletop role-playing would likely require this sort of quantitative examination. 

There has been little educational research on adults playing tabletop role-playing games 

relative to children playing tabletop role-playing games. To my mind, this begs the question if 

age impacts the learning that takes place through these games. Do younger people learn more, 

less, or differently from tabletop role-playing games than their adult counterparts? Is it possible 

that age is less of a factor than experience? Maybe experienced players and DM’s learn 

differently than less experienced players and DM’s. 

Finally, I would encourage future researchers to look at a way of including hobbies 

peripheral to the gaming experience in their studies. Many tabletop role players also paint 

miniatures, collect dice, or read fantasy or sci-fi novels with the same settings they roleplay in. 

There may be interesting data on learning just waiting to be discovered. 

Final Thoughts  

My earliest memories of my education all feature inadequacy. I was not good enough, 

smart enough, or fast enough. Elementary teachers told me I was dumb, retarded, and useless. 

Positive tests for dyslexia sent me into special education. At Harrison Hill Elementary, that 

meant you only set foot in the actual school building for lunch and art. Otherwise, you were 

segregated from the rest of the students, kept out back in run down trailers.  

As a child, my mother always forbade me play D&D. She was convinced it was the work 

of Satan. When I started playing in high school, I had to do so in secret. Eventually, of course, 

that secret got out as all secrets do. While my mother was disappointed that she had lost a 

spiritual battle, my sister took an alternative stance. Nothing good could come from playing 
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games because they were, ultimately, a waste of time. There was no sense in imagining elves and 

dwarves. 

Standing here at the end of a doctoral journey having used tabletop gaming, which I was 

told repeatedly was useless, to realize academic achievement, which I had been repeatedly told 

was out of reach for ‘retards like me’ is a deeply emotional moment. I assume everyone who 

finishes a dissertation feels a sense of relief and triumph. I share these sentiments of course. In 

this case, however, the obstacles overcome go well beyond this program of study, back to my 

first days in a classroom, and back to my first time rolling a twenty-sided die.  

I have no doubt that there are countless others like me out in the world, people who have 

been pushed to the margins of our educational and support systems because of differences in 

ability, appearance, or origin. To them I dig in and prepare to fight for what you can achieve. 

Your path will not be easy, but success will be all the sweeter for it. 
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Protocol 

Before we begin, I just want to take a moment to thank you for sitting down with me 

today. What follows is an interview that will probably last from 60 to 90 minutes. We will 

mostly be talking about your time as a Dungeon Master (DM), but we may range into other 

subjects as well. You will be given a pseudonym to help protect your confidentiality, and any 

personally identifying information will be removed before I write up any final reports. I’ll be 

recording our conversation for later transcription. I just want to reiterate that you are under no 

obligation to finish this interview or answer any questions you are uncomfortable with. We can 

stop at any time for any reason or no reason without any negative repercussions. Are you ready 

to get started? Great. Do you mind if I start recording now? Let’s get started. 

 Do you have a preferred pseudonym? 

 What do you do for a living? 

o Tell me about what traits or skills would make a person good at your job. 

 What qualities do you think are important for a good DM?  

o Tell me about some DMs you admire. 

o Can you tell me a bit about your style of DMing? 

 How would you describe what you do to someone who has never heard of an Role Play 

Game (RPG), let alone played one? 

 Why do you run RPGs rather than just play them? 

 How did you first get into DMing? 

o Tell me about your first experiences with tabletop role-playing games. 
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 Tell me about the game you are running now/ran most recently. What makes/made it 

unique, and what are you/did you get out of it? 

 Tell me about one of your proudest moments as a DM. 

 Sometimes RPG sessions don’t go as planned. Tell me about a time when things didn’t 

go according to plan. Can you tell me about a time when things didn’t go well for you as 

a DM? 

 Sometimes DM’s have to handle a player who is causing a problem of some sort or 

another. Can you give me a few examples of problem players you have dealt with in the 

past and how you resolved that conflict? 

 What are some stereotypes about tabletop RPG players that you have seen out in the real 

world? 

o How true or untrue do you think some of these stereotypes are?  

o How do you deal with these stereotypes when you encounter them? 

 

 What are some ways that running RPG’s has impacted your life away from the table? 

o How do you use the skills you’ve developed at work at the game table? Please 

share examples. 

o How do you use the skills you’ve developed at the game table in your work? 

Please share examples. 

o How do you use the skills you’ve developed at the game table in your personal or 

social life? Please share examples.



 
 

 

APPENDIX B 

IRB and Informed Consent 

Office of Research Integrity 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) 
2000 University Avenue 
Muncie, IN 47306-0155 
Phone: 765-285-5052 
Email: orihelp@bsu.edu 
 
DATE: April 14, 2020 
TO: Paul Starr, MA 
FROM: Ball State University IRB 
RE: IRB protocol # 1591950-1 
 
TITLE: Adult Learning as a Dungeon Master 
SUBMISSION TYPE: New Project 
DECISION: EXEMPT 
PROJECT STATUS: EXEMPT 
 
DECISION DATE: April 14, 2020 
REVIEW TYPE: Exempt Review 
 
The designated reviewer for the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed your protocol and 

determined the procedures you have proposed are appropriate for exemption under the federal 

regulations. As such, there will be no further review of your protocol, and you are cleared to 

proceed with the procedures outlined in your protocol. As an exempt study, there is no 

requirement for continuing review. Your protocol will remain on file with the IRB as a matter of 

record. All research under this protocol must be conducted in accordance with the approved 

submission and in accordance with the principles of the Belmont Report. 
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Participant Consent Form 
 

Study Title  Adult Learning as a Dungeon Master 
 
IRB Number 
1591950-1 
 
Study Purpose and Rationale 
The purpose of this study will be to investigate what gamemasters learn through running face-to-
face tabletop roleplaying games. Specifically, this study will examine the narratives or stories 
gamemasters build around their time at the game table and how this impacts their lives in other 
areas such as work, family, and social lives.  
 
Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 
You must have at least one year of experience facilitating a tabletop role-playing game with a 
minimum of twelve game sessions completed as a gamemaster, and be 18 years of age or older in 
order to participate. If you are not over the age of 18, or lack either one year of experience 
running tabletop role-playing games or twelve game individual game sessions as a gamemaster 
you may not participate.  
 
Participation Procedures and Duration 
By participating in this study, you will be asked to participate in a personal interview that will 
last 60 to 90 minutes. Interview questions will focus primarily on how you see yourself as a GM, 
what you have learned from your time as a GM, and if/how you apply that learning outside of the 
role-playing hobby. This interview will take place via skype or webex. Audio recordings will be 
made of these interviews. Additionally, if you have an upcoming virtual tabletop roleplay game 
session coming up soon (through roll20 or something similar), you may be asked for permission 
to observe the session. No audio recordings will be made of this observation. 
 
Audio Recordings 
You may be audio recorded during interviews. Recordings will then be used for transcription 
purposes only. These recordings will be stored in an encrypted file on both a personal computer 
that is password protected and a Ball State Box account. After transcription is complete, these 
recordings will be destroyed. 
 
Data Confidentiality or Anonymity 
Any personal data collected will remain confidential. You will be assigned a pseudonym, with a 
separate document being the only link to pseudonym and the identity of participants. Any 
personally identifying information will be removed from final reports. 
 
Storage of Data and Data Retention Period 
All research data will be stored in an encrypted file on both a personal computer that is password 
protected and a Ball State Box account. No raw data will be stored publicly, and will only be 
shared with the Primary Investigator and the Faculty Advisor. A final report may be published or 
shared with those outside the research team. Raw data collected will be destroyed June 2025 or 
before.  
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Risks or Discomforts 
There are no perceived risks for participating in this study 
 
Benefits 
There are no perceived benefits for participating in this study. 
 
Voluntary Participation  
 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw your 
permission at anytime for any reason without penalty or prejudice from the investigator. 
Please feel free to ask any questions of the investigator before signing this form and at any 
time during the study. 
 
IRB Contact Information 
If you have any questions about your rights a research subject, you may contact the following: 
Director, Office of Research Integrity, Ball State University, Muncie, IN 47306, (765) 285-5070 
or at orihelp@bsu.edu 
 
  
Study Title  Adult Learning as a Dungeon Master 
 
IRB Number 
1591950-1 
 

********** 
Consent 
I agree to participate in this research project entitled, Adult Learning as a Dungeon Master, I 
have had the study explained to me and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I 
have read the description of this project and give my consent to participate. I understand that I 
will receive a copy of this informed consent form to keep for future reference. 
 
To the best of my knowledge, I meet the inclusion/exclusion criteria for participation (described 
on the previous page) in this study. 
 
 
Print       Sign 
 
___________________________________    ________________________________ 
 
 
       Date 
 
___________________________________________ 
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IRB Number 
1591950-1 
 
Researcher Contact Information 
 
Principal Investigator:     Faculty Supervisor: 
 
Paul Starr, Graduate Student    Dr. Michelle Glowacki-Dudka 
Adult, Higher, and Community Education  Adult, Higher, and Community Education 
Ball State University     Ball State University 
Muncie, IN 47306     Muncie, IN 47306 
Email: pmstarr@bsu.edu     Telephone: (765) 285-5348 
       Email: mdudka@bsu.edu  
 


