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Abstract 

Tabletop roleplaying games have become more prominent in pop culture today through 

different shows such as Stranger Things and Critical Role, both of which feature a famous 

tabletop roleplaying game Dungeons & Dragons. Due to this new rise in popularity with the 

game genre, young adult players are playing the game more than before. With these new 

players, there are questions as to the perceived benefits of playing these types of games when 

it comes to problem-solving skills. In this study, I analyze one session of a game of a tabletop 

roleplaying game to view the perceived benefits of players and the development of their 

problem-solving skills. 
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Process Analysis Statement 

 My initial fascination with tabletop roleplaying games came from when I was in middle 

school. Having a game that could be played with a lot of your friends while also having some 

game mechanics that are similar to that of video games really got myself and some of my 

friends at the time interested in them. Over the past few years, I have been playing tabletop 

roleplaying games and designing them as a hobby. It was during this time of designing a game 

that got me thinking about the idea of this research paper. 

 After doing some initial research, I saw that some similar studies have been done on 

young children and teens to see if there are any benefits to playing these games that would 

enhance their development of social and problem-solving skills, but I didn’t really come across 

any studies that focused on young adults who took up the hobby later in life to develop these 

same skills. From that, I decided that I could help solve this lack of information about this area 

by conducting a small study to set some groundwork for others that can continue this line of 

research. 

 Before the study even began, I had a hypothesis about what the expected outcome 

would be by the end of the observation, but the end result ended up being different from my 

hypothesis. This will be explained more about later in the thesis section.  

As this research does involve studying the interactions of people in their regularly 

planned games, I went about getting approval from the school’s Institutional Research Board to 

make sure that what I wanted to do was safe to those that chose to participate in it. In the end, 

they concluded that this study did not count as human subject research, so that is why there is 

no documentation attached to this manuscript that details the information provided by them. 
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 My biggest challenge for this research paper was finding the time to get a group of 

people together to conduct this study. As there is a pandemic going on when this is written, 

finding a group that normally plays this game online over a web service would have been easy 

to do, but the group that did end up being studied preferred to have their games in person. 

Having to find a time and day that worked for everyone and having everyone present a negative 

COVID test before the study was a bit of an ordeal, but it really does make me appreciate the 

lengths the subjects of the study did to make sure I could have some data to present by the end 

of the semester. 

Introduction 

 As different shows such as Stranger Things, Critical Role, and Community have come to 

the forefront of popular culture, they have started to introduce more attention to the tabletop 

roleplaying games they feature. Due to this new interest in tabletop roleplaying games, more 

people have been playing them than they have before. For example, according to a Forbes 

article by Adam Rowe, in 2018, Wizards of the Coast president Chris Cocks stated that “2018 

was the fourth year in a row ‘DnD’ sales grew more than 30%.” With this new increase of 

people in the game genre, there is a question that came into my mind: is there a benefit to 

playing tabletop roleplaying games other than just for entertainment? To narrow down my 

question, I decided to focus on the potential benefits to a person’s problem-solving skills as it 

seems that the game focuses on players solving problems presented to them during the course 

of a game. My hypothesis is that through the use of tabletop roleplaying games, a person’s 

perception of their problem-solving skills will increase over their time of play through the use of 

the game’s mechanics of play. 
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Before we start diving into how effective tabletop roleplaying games are at developing 

problem-solving skills, we need a base definition of each term to be on the same level of 

understanding. A tabletop roleplaying game (TTRPG) is “a fun and structured cooperative 

activity with predictable rules and an unpredictable outcome that takes place directly with 

other people … where players are playing as characters they create in an open, interactive, 

responsive world facilitated by a game master” (Davis). These games can involve any number of 

players at one time, but on average, a game consists of one game master and four players in 

charge of their own individual character. According to the Dungeons & Dragons Dungeon 

Master’s Guide, “The [Dungeon Master (DM)] creates a world for the other players to explore, 

and also creates and runs adventures that drive the story. An adventure typically hinges on the 

successful completion of a quest, and can be as short as a single game session … When strung 

together, these adventures form an ongoing campaign. A D&D campaign can include dozens of 

adventures and last for months or years” (Wizards Rpg Team 4). The terms game master and 

dungeon master are interchangeable in the context of this study, but are specified in each 

TTRPG’s rulebook. To understand what a player is considered, the Dungeons & Dragons Player’s 

Handbook as “In the Dungeons & Dragons game, each player creates an adventurer (also called 

a character) and teams up with other adventurers (played by friends)” (Wizards Rpg Team 5). 

 According to the Indiana Department of Education in their Employability Skills 

Competencies guide, a problem solving skill is the ability to “apply critical and creative thinking 

skills to resolve problems.” This term is used to house a large set of skills that include active 

listening, analysis, creativity, communication, dependability, decision making, and team 
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building. These large sets of skills are used in many forms of everyday life from someone’s 

personal life to their professional life. 

 Now that we have a definition of both terms, we have a question that arises: how do 

these two things relate to one another? According to Wheelhouse Workshop, now known as 

Game to Grow, a nonprofit organization dedicated to use games for therapeutic, educational, 

and community growth, tabletop roleplaying games and problem-solving skills are very 

intertwined with one another “because [tabletop roleplaying games] are set in an open world, 

[they] provide an opportunity for players to come up with novel ways to face challenges” 

(Wheelwork). By providing an open setting for players to tackle challenges presented to them 

by the game master, they are able to use different problem-solving skills to get around these 

challenges in a multitude of different ways, each being a success or a failure based on the rules 

the game master follows and the roll of dice. For example, the group of players are in a town on 

the hunt for a crooked official that is being guarded by the city watch in a keep. They could 

choose to have their characters don sets of the city watch’s armor to sneak past the guard, 

concoct a plan with the local thieves’ guild to sneak into the keep unnoticed, or charge in 

fighting everyone until they reach the official. Based on the choices of the players and the roll 

of dice, the game master helps decide how each plan would end up, either helping the players 

to their goal or hindering them and having their target escape. “The amount of opportunity for 

creative problem-solving depends on the specifics of the role-playing game … and the game 

master who is creating and facilitating the experience” (Wheelwork). 

 Young adults are an interesting population to study in light of TTRPGs and problem-

solving skills as they are able to afford to purchase these types of games compared to younger 
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ages. To clarify what age young adults refer to, this study considers young adults to be anyone 

between the ages of 18–30. Many researchers consider the age range of young adulthood to be 

between 18–25 according to Simpson from MIT’s Young Adult Development Project, but this 

study broadens this range out as its subjects were college students, with the average age of 

undergraduate students being between the ages of 18–29 according to the Hamilton Project, 

an economic policy initiative at the Brookings Institution. The focus of this study being on young 

adults is due to there not being many academic studies into how beneficial tabletop roleplaying 

games are to young adults or because their research is flawed in some way. One such study is 

by Lily Spinelli titled Tabletop Role-Playing Games and Social Skills in Young Adults (Spinelli) 

which conducts a thorough analysis of how significantly correlated participants identified 

between creativity and self-efficacy, and social skills, and then describes how it can help 

implement treatment of autistic patients. This kind of research makes it difficult for academic 

study to be done on the topic with an already small audience as the study is presented to be a 

comparison between responses of people who play TTRPGs to people who don’t play them. At 

the end of her abstract, Spinelli’s hypothesis is undercut by the potential implementation of 

TTRPGs as treatment of autistic patients as it has not been referenced before until that point. 

This study is meant to be a stepping stone into studying this hypothesis and other similar ones. 

Methodology 

 For this study, there were seven participants that were observed over the course of one 

two hour game session. Due to the events of COVID-19, there is only this small group of 

participants in this study as trying to amass a larger group would require more time and 

coordination of the participants and the researchers that was available for both parties. The 
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study should reflect that the results are a stepping stone to possibly bigger and more robust 

studies in the future. The DM of the game was run by one of the subjects using the tabletop 

roleplaying system Dungeons & Dragons as that was the system they were familiar with running 

and playing in. Before the study began, each participant was asked to complete a questionnaire 

that asked for their name, their character’s name, an approximation as to how many tabletop 

roleplaying game sessions they have played before, if they have ever been a game master, and 

if so, how many sessions have they run. This was used to gauge significance in development of a 

participant’s problem-solving skills over the course of the one session. For privacy concerns, all 

references to a participant’s first name will be a pseudonym.  

 During the course of the session, the participants were observed by use of video 

recording to further reflect and analyze each participant’s reactions and decisions whenever 

they came to a point in the game where they had to solve some kind of problem presented to 

them. The session ran for a length of two hours and stopped half-way in the story that was 

being run due to the scheduling difficulties of the participants. The rest of the campaign that 

was being run was not studied for this study as there was not enough time for the participants 

to quarantine and test before coming back to finish the game. The rest of the campaign is also 

not being studied as the game is still ongoing and does not have a definite ending to it at this 

time. 

 After the course of the two hours, each participant in the study, except for one due to 

scheduling conflicts, was interviewed one-on-one. During these one-on-one interviews, each 

participant was asked a series of questions with potential follow-up questions based on their 

responses: tell me about a problem you faced during the session that I observed, during the 
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session that I observed, what was your experience when you encountered a problem that you 

wanted to solve, and as you played this game, do you feel like you have gotten better at solving 

the problems presented to you, and could you illustrate with one or more examples. After each 

participant answered the questions, their answers were compared against the answers of the 

other participants to see if there is any commonality in the responses. 

Results 

 For this study, each participant reported that they have played around 100 tabletop 

roleplaying game sessions. Based on this initial response, my hypothesis up to that point was 

that if there was a perceived benefit to the development of the participants’ problem-solving 

skills, it would most likely be minimal as they have had a lot of previous experience in the 

genre. It should also be noted that the age range of the selected participants was between the 

ages of 20–23. 

 During the game, each participant was actively engaged by the game that one 

participant was running. When the group of players were presented with a type of conflict that 

the game master had presented to them (for example, the game master presented the players 

with a non-player character that asked for the group’s help), they would either try using social 

skills to work around the problem, or they worked together and used their characters’ 

mechanics to get past the conflict (in this case, the party tried negotiating between themselves 

and the non-player character if they should be rewarded for assisting their problem). When the 

group came to a section with combat during the session (combat being described in the Player’s 

Handbook as “...a clash between two sides, a flurry of weapon swings, feints, parries, footwork, 

and spellcasting” [Wizards Rpg Team 189), the perceived engagement seemed to drop as this 
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involved each participant taking their time during the scenario to describe what they were 

doing. Whenever it got close to a player’s turn in the order of combat, the engagement of the 

participant rose as they prepared for their way of solving the problem. There is a current 

ongoing discussion in online bases around how to speed up the process of combat while some 

game systems like Powered by the Apocalypse have it so there is no set turn order to combat 

and focus on the narrative aspect of it. 

 After the session ended and each participant was interviewed, their results of their 

answers were compared against each other to see if there was a commonly perceived increase 

in their problem-solving skills. My initial hypothesis was that if there was one, it would be based 

on the use of the game mechanics to solve the problem presented to them by the game 

master. The responses of the players were much different though; a majority of the participants 

perceived that their problem-solving skills have developed through social and interpersonal 

interactions in the game. One participant out of the six that were interviewed didn’t believe 

that their problem-solving skills improved, but their ability to recognize patterns and beats in 

stories improved as these were common tropes in writing. This can be argued though that 

pattern recognition is a problem-solving skill as it could be a part of the analysis subsection of 

the skill definition presented earlier. Of the other five participants, four of them explicitly stated 

that they believe that their problem-solving skills between people has developed and was 

benefited by playing TTRPGs. When the participants were asked about an individual problem 

they were presented with during the game, two of them mentioned the other as their 

characters had a disagreement between how the group should help out some villagers in need 

and how they resolved the conflict. This matches up well with their responses that they 
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believed their problem-solving skills have developed through the use of TTRPGs. The final 

participant said it did help them with their problem-solving skills and their anxiety with 

interacting with other people.  

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, this preliminary study has determined that through the use of tabletop 

roleplaying games, there is a perceived benefit by the player to their problem-solving skills in 

young adults ages 18–30. Although the scope of this study is very narrow and the amount of 

data was limited, the findings from this study should be further examined and repeated at a 

larger scale over a longer time frame to determine if these results are replicable in other 

participants. I would also suggest that a future study be done with a wider age range in the 

described range above as to see if this development is consistent across the entirety of the 

range.  
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Appendix A: Initial Questionnaire with Responses 

Initial Questionnaire: 

1. What is your first name? 
2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? 
3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 
4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 

have you run? 

Responses: 

1. What is your first name? 

Sarah 

2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? 

Not a player, the game master! 

3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 

(36 weeks / Semester – 10 missed sessions) * 4 years = 104 (estimate) 

4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 
have you run? 

Yes, two soon to be three. 

 

1. What is your first name? 

Allison 

2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? 

                     Sir Spangle 

3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 

Nearly four years of semi-regular weekly sessions during ⅔s of each year, the 
math says probably too many 

4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 
have you run? 
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                     No, none 

 

1. What is your first name? 

Lena 

2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? 

Sprinkle 

3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 

20+ 

4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 
have you run? 

Yes, 2 

 

1. What is your first name? Brent 
2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? Hunnimede 
3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 

God like 300? 
4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 

have you run? Yes, about 5 
 

1. What is your first name? -Faith 
2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? -Pavlova 
3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? -

roughly 4 years worth 
4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 

have you run? Roughly 10-ish (about a semester and a half worth of weekly sessions) 

 

1. What is your first name? 
1. Logan 

2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? 
1. Princess Candice 

3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 
1. Well over 100 sessions 
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4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 
have you run? Yes, I had a short 8 session run of a game called Heroes Unlimited. 

 

1. What is your first name? 

Brooke 

2. If you are a player, what is your character’s name? 

Peri Peppermint 

3. Approximately how many tabletop roleplaying game sessions have you played before? 

About 4 Years worth 

4. Have you had any experience being a DM (Dungeon Master)? If so, how many sessions 
have you run? 

Only about 10 or so 
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Appendix B: Final Session Survey Questions 

● Based on a participant’s answer, potential follow-up questions are permitted to gain a 

clearer understanding of their response. 

1. Tell me about a problem you faced during one of the sessions that I observed. 

2. During the sessions that I observed, what was your experience when you encountered a 

problem that you wanted to solve? 

3. As you have played this campaign, do you feel like you have gotten better at solving the 

problems presented to you? Please illustrate with one or more examples. 


