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ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Pop culture and social insertion: How can play in 
adolescence and adulthood be “therapeutic”?
Anne M. Goodall* and Alexis H. Truong*

ABSTRACT

In this study we explore how participation in tabletop role-playing games (TTRPGs) fosters experiences of social insertion 
in adolescence and adulthood. We conducted semi-directed interviews with nine participants who identified themselves as 
having used such practices to overcome difficult and challenging life experiences. We look at how participants interpreted 
their play experiences, described by some as “therapeutic.” Through TTRPGs, players were able to explore and better 
understand aspects of themselves, explore new interactions, and “test” new ways of expressing themselves. Additionally, 
participants were able to develop their interpersonal skills by participating in such practices, namely because of the role-
playing element. Participants stated that these practices and their therapeutic qualities also had positive effects on their 
lives outside of the game, helping them to enter and engage in various social situations that they previously felt excluded 
from, or hesitant to participate in. We argue that social interventions could invest in these types of cultural practices, 
embedded in popular culture, to encourage and facilitate participation of adolescents and adults in mental health services. 
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INTRODUCTION

How do tabletop role-playing games (TTRPGs) help prevent 
experiences of social exclusion in youths and young adults? 
In the late 1970s and in the 1980s, TTRPGs were popularized 
through the publication of games like Dungeons and 
Dragons (D&D) (Bowman, 2010). Role-playing games 
(RPGs) generally require the players to adopt the role of a 
character, interact with others through this character and 
experience a collectively imagined and sustained world 
for the purpose of the game. Objectives often focus on 
completing quests and adventures, though some games also 
focus on storytelling and world exploration. Examples of 
non tabletop RPGs include video games, such as The Legend 
of Zelda series, and live action role-playing games (LARPs) 
like Vampire: The Masquerade. Video games are played on 
virtual platforms with an animated version of a character, 
while LARPs generally involve elaborate costumes and 
physically acting out characters. On the other hand, TTRPGs 
like D&D resemble more traditional board games, as they are 
mostly played with no more than twelve players, and require 
only a pen and paper, a rule book, and a set of dice (Wyatt 
et al., 2014). In TTRPGs, no tangible representations of the 

characters or the environment is necessary: game play occurs 
nearly entirely within the players’ imagination, the pen and 
paper are used to keep track of the characters’ statistics and 
possessions, and dice are used to determine the success of 
actions. Moreover, some individuals and groups involved in 
the TTRPG community propose that the main objective is 
not winning or losing, but rather appreciating a collective 
experience of creating and inhabiting this immersive fictional 
realm (Schiesel, 2008).

In the early days of the 1980 moral panic that surrounded 
TTRPGs like D&D (Martin & Fine, 1991), these practices 
were framed as cult-like communities that targeted socially 
excluded individuals or further fanned retreat from the “real 
world” and social anomy (Martin & Fine, 1991). However, 
recent scholarship has shown that similar practices can 
actually foster social inclusion and social and professional 
insertion (Truong & Gaudet, 2020), much like other forms 
of leisure (Rowe, 2014; Smallfield & Molitor, 2018). Although 
little has been written on the topic, contrary to popular 
belief, such role-playing practices could actually help address 
social exclusion (Truong, 2013). The term social exclusion is 
commonly associated with bullying, but social exclusion can 
occur due to a variety of reasons (Lynn Mulvey, Boswell & 
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Zheng, 2017). As a widespread issue gaining recognition, the 
United Nations defines social exclusion as “a state in which 
individuals are unable to participate fully in economic, social, 
political and cultural life, as well as the process leading to 
and sustaining such a state” (United Nations, 2016, p. 18). 
Social exclusion is also considered a risk factor for decreased 
prosocial behaviour, low self-esteem and mental health 
struggles, and even criminal activity (Coyne et al., 2011; Rowe, 
2014; Stanley & Arora, 1998).

In this text, we argue that the playfulness that character-
izes these practices deters normative pressures associated 
with interactions in a way that also fosters social participation 
and inclusivity. We believe such practices could provide clues 
to innovate in the field of social intervention, especially in 
regard to young marginalized populations, by investing 
in their shared interests and cultural practices. We start 
by providing a bit of context and by introducing our 
methodology, and then move to present some of our data 
and interpretations.

OUTCOMES OF LEISURE

Tabletop role-playing games emerged in the 1970s and 
grew in popularity as they spread through high schools 
and colleges in North America (Kushner, 2017). However, 
they quickly became labelled by some as being associated 
with satanism, murder, suicide, and crime (Bowman, 2010; 
Martin & Fine, 1991). An advocacy group called “Bothered 
About Dungeons & Dragons” (BADD) claimed that D&D was 
corrupting young minds, leading them to commit murders 
and suicide (Dempsey et al., n.d.). Mental health–related 
issues were seen as an increased risk factor, leading children 
with late-schizophrenia towards bad moral behaviour or 
causing depression in children because of the game’s high 
emotional involvement (Dempsey et al., n.d). The media also 
helped to spread this image of TTRPGs. Most notably, an 
episode of the popular investigative news program 60 Minutes 
heavily criticized the game, arguing that children can become 
obsessed with the game, blurring reality and fiction in a way 
that could encourage some criminal behaviour (CBS, 1985). 
This negative media attention caused the game to be banned 
in many schools and youth programs, often due to protesting 
parents (Martin & Fine, 1991). Today, the stigma against these 
practices has diminished greatly, as “geek” and mainstream 
culture become more and more intertwined (Cohen, 2014). 
Tabletop role-playing games have become more popular, as 
is made evident by television shows like The Big Bang Theory, 
movies like Disney’s Onward, and a surge of popular podcasts 
on the topic, as well as with schools creating D&D clubs for 
children not interested in sports, and restaurants and bars 
creating gaming nights for adults interested in this pastime 
(Barnes, 2018; Jahromi, 2017; Kraus, 2018).

While leisure is not considered essential to life, it has been 
recognized as important since Antiquity (Rudnik, 2005) and 
has been shown to have positive effects on health, self-esteem, 
and quality of life (Chen & Chippendale, 2018; Rudnick, 2005). 
It has also been found to satisfy an individual’s psychological 
needs, which in turn can have a positive effect on physical 
health, mental health, life satisfaction, and personal growth 
(Caltabiano, 1995; Chen & Chippendale, 2018). Leisure 
activities have also been used as a form of social intervention 

to assist individuals who experience social isolation by 
providing them with a social network and opportunities to 
participate socially (Smallfield & Molitor, 2018). For example, 
programs like Project Friendship and The Citizenship Project use 
leisure activities to help integrate marginalized individuals 
into the community (Rowe, 2014). Such networks can provide 
individuals with the opportunity to discuss their problems, 
share their experiences and receive emotional support 
(Caltabiano, 1995). 

METHODOLOGY

We conducted semi-directed interviews with nine participants 
between June 2019 and January 2020. We decided to invest 
in longer, more in-depth interviews with a smaller number 
of participants in order to pay close attention to their lived 
experience and to the place and role of these practices in their 
lives. Because of this, statistical generalization of results is not 
possible. Interviews were conducted with participants who 
self-identified as having overcome hardships through their 
participation in TTRPGs. They were also chosen based on 
the extent, distinctiveness, and diversity of their experiences 
in these practices. Participants were aged between 23 and 56 
years old, with experiences in TTRPGs ranging between 1 
and 44 years in length. Six participants identified as male and 
three participants identified as female—with one participant 
also identifying as transgender male and one also identifying 
as transgender female during the interview.

During interviews, participants were asked to describe 
how TTRPGs helped them overcome challenging or difficult 
life experiences. Interviews were organized around three 
main themes: describing their most marking TTRPG 
experiences; describing the difficult or challenging life 
experiences they had overcome through their participation 
in TTRPGs, and describing the place and the role of TTRPGs 
in their lives since their first encounters with these practices. 
Interviews were recorded with an audio-recorder and 
subsequently transcribed. We used the qualitative data 
analysis software QDA Miner (Provalis Research) to code 
and analyze transcripts. We started with a “vertical” analysis 
of each interview, coding emerging themes and identifying 
the “story” shared by participants as well as variations and 
recurring elements. We then moved to doing a “horizontal” 
analysis throughout the various interviews in order to 
compare and integrate the various themes (see Gaudet & 
Robert, 2018, for a more detailed description of this approach). 
This allowed us to classify the original 52 nodes identified 
inductively in our analysis into a series of primary, secondary, 
and tertiary categories of concepts. One of the main themes 
that emerged is this notion of “therapeutic experiences” 
shared by participants.

THERAPEUTIC QUALITIES OF TTRPGS

On numerous occasions, participants either expressed or 
evoked the idea that TTRPGs had a “therapeutic effect.” 
Three participants explicitly described these practices as 
being “therapeutic,” while the other participants spoke 
of related notions working towards well-being, which we 
consider a common thread for varying forms of therapeutic 
care (e.g., Binfet, 2017; Brooker & Duce, 2000; Sweeney, 2009). 
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Few authors have explored this topic in relation to such play 
practices. Blackmon (1994) described a specific case where 
D&D had been used in therapy to help a player explore their 
personal identity. Others have explored the use of TTRPGs in 
social rehabilitation, helping individuals to develop skills and 
behaviours to navigate social situations (Rosselet & Stauffer, 
2013; Zayas & Lewis, 1986). However, we still know little about 
why these practices seem especially relevant for participants 
in terms of healing or overcoming life difficulties. As Ashley, 
a participant, put it:

[TTRPGs] allow me to work through feelings 
of rejection, or pick an issue. Social exclusion, 
anything, questions around not having money, 
all of these sort of things, which we’re able to do 
in a cooler setting. […] Outside of games, the only 
real place that I have to work through some of the 
stuff that I’m working through with some of my 
characters is therapy, and that is an hour a week as 
opposed to three hours.  

Playing a character that she identified with provided her the 
opportunity to work through some challenges or difficulties 
she had experienced, outside the conventional space of her 
formal therapy sessions. Ashley also expressed that playing 
such characters helped her reflect on and identify other issues 
she was facing, and facilitated raising them to her therapist. 
Even though participants did express playing these games 
as ludic activities, it appears that they facilitated a type of 
introspection conducive to a certain sense of well-being.  

Expanding on this idea, participants also described how 
play allowed them to better understand certain aspects of 
who they are, were, or could become. Tabletop role-playing 
games were characterized as open worlds that allowed 
seemingly infinite possibilities for character creation and 
play. Participants explained that this gave them “agency” to 
explore various ways of being. Adam described how role-
playing was an opportunity to distance himself from his 
own behaviours and be critical of certain aspects of himself 
he felt were more “negative”: 

Being able to separate out that part of myself, and 
putting it in a character, and going “oh, that guy’s 
an asshole.” It’s much easier than saying “oh, I’m 
a bad person.” It’s taking a behaviour and saying, 
“oh, that’s bad behaviour”. I don’t have to… It’s just 
behaviour. Behaviour changes.

Artistic forms of therapy like dance and drama therapy have 
been shown to develop an individual’s self-esteem, identity, 
and confidence in skills as well as their motivation to change 
(Heard et al., 2013). Here, by gaining some distance, Adam 
felt it became possible for him to conceive personal change 
that did not feel threatening but, rather, was an opportunity 
for personal growth. This distance also allowed participants 
to explore and discuss various complicated and socially 
relevant notions such as sexism, racism, and corruption—on 
their own terms. 

Identifying with characters was especially important in 
facilitating therapeutic effects experienced by participants. 
Many participants explained how character creation allowed 

them to role-play different characters that always reflected, to 
some degree, aspects of themselves. One way that they did 
this was by creating characters who represented “idealized” 
versions of themselves, allowing them to “practice” being and 
acting differently. A common example that was cited was 
the use of characters who were particularly “outgoing” and 
“socially adept,” which allowed participants who otherwise 
described themselves as “introverted” or “socially awkward” 
to perform a confident self-presentation. Furthermore, much 
like the previous example shared by Adam, participants 
also used the freedom associated with character creation 
to generate characters who had lived similar experiences, 
or shared more negative or less desirable qualities with the 
players. This, in turn, helped them reflect and learn about 
themselves, the world around them, and what they felt to be 
their place in this world. 

Participants also spoke of their TTRPG experiences as 
being “cathartic.” They said that this kind of play opened an 
“inclusive” space and allowed them to express and release 
their emotions without the fear of consequences outside of 
play. This was the case, for example, when participants felt 
angry or stressed, but also felt like they did not have the 
means to express said emotions outside of play. As David 
stated: “RPGs are good for just dealing with that frustration. 
[If you are playing a fighter,] just the fact that you’re pounding 
on something […] [that’s] enough to help you deal with some 
of the […] frustrations that happen in everyday life.” James 
explained that playing such characters allowed him to “feel 
powerful,” a sense of power that he did not often feel outside 
of play, having experienced a lot of bullying. Role-playing 
was therefore a way to channel intense emotions that were 
explained as “difficult to deal with” in everyday life, but also 
a means of experiencing positive emotions that he rarely 
encountered outside of play. Like in other creatively geared 
therapeutic programs, such as dance and drama therapy, 
these opportunities may help individuals explore their own 
emotions and learn to better express their feelings (Frigon, 
2010; Heard et al., 2013).

Similarly, for some participants, TTRPGs gave them an 
opportunity to express facets of their identity that were either 
unrecognized outside of their play community, perceived 
as less valued by others, or outright stigmatized. Both 
participants who identified as transgender reported using 
the game as an opportunity to express and explore how they 
defined themselves in a way that they felt they could not 
outside of the game. For example, Brandon used the game 
to play a female character and express characteristics and 
behaviour traditionally interpreted as being “feminine,” 
which he states are a part of his upbringing, his interests 
and who he is, but not conducive to how he wishes to present 
himself as a man. This echoes Truong’s (2013) discussion 
of how “doing gender” in role-playing practices allows 
one to play with social norms and social categories, almost 
inevitably reiterating them while also challenging them in 
a fluid process. 

Finally, TTRPGs had a therapeutic effect in participants’ 
lives by helping participants develop social skills they then 
mobilized in and out of play. We know that role-playing is 
found in more traditional forms of therapy, such as cognitive 
behavioural therapy, which engages role-play in order to 
rehearse new lifestyles, learn to identify and change thinking 
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processes, and gain new social skills (Milkman & Wanburgh, 
2017). In TTRPGs, this process naturally comes about as 
players adopt a character and invest their own feelings and 
experiences in the game and the interactions. For example, 
Adam, who described having trouble socializing with other 
children and who also experienced bullying, explained that 
this structured play time helped him to “figure out” social 
situations in a way that felt safe. Other participants also 
stated that TTRPGs offered them an opportunity to practice 
new ways of being which helped them develop a variety 
of skills. For example, James describes how he used the 
game to develop his style of humour through role-playing. 
Participants also played characters who were more outgoing 
and socially confident, helping them develop stronger 
interpersonal skills. 

Participation in TTRPGs also helped participants develop 
self-expression skills and a sense of self-advocacy, which 
can be defined as “the act of supporting one’s own interests” 
(Doherty et al., 2016, p. 253). Conducive to this, leisure-
based intervention programmes are believed to allow the 
individual to take control of their own intervention (Rowe, 
2014). Through playing TTRPGs, participants described 
learning to be “more assertive,” to have “more tolerance” 
for people not liking what they said, and to assert their own 
independence. This was facilitated through the support, 
recognition, and validation of other players in the group. For 
example, Ashley states:

Through D&D, I learned a lot more of like, I learned 
a lot more how to be in charge of things, how to 
have a lot more tolerance for people not liking what 
I said, how to be a lot truer to myself instead of being 
customer service [Ashley]. And people still liked it, 
and people still found me funny, so, I got a lot better 
at almost every aspect of interpersonal stuff over the 
time that I’ve been playing. 

Here, Ashley makes a concrete link between her experiences 
of play and her experiences of life outside of play, and how 
things she has learned through play become relevant outside 
that specific context. Other examples include Suzan, creating 
a transgender advocacy and support group, something she 
felt empowered to do through her participation in TTRPGs, 
or Andrew, describing how TTRPGs “changed his life”:

I would like to say that they’ve impacted me for 
better […] it made me broaden my horizons so to 
speak […] uhm, it made me take dives or like risks. 
I mean taking chances and all that […] Umm, like 
I think the very first few times I’ve actually played 
with other people were the first times I’ve ever made 
independent decisions for myself. […] And so, and 
so, if like, and this is like one of my first few steps to 
obtaining independence […] But personally I think 
it’s just one of those stepping stones that I took for 
me to become who I am today. If I never had that 
chance back in the day, I wouldn’t know what would 
happen to me.

We know that leisure-based interventions help individuals 
develop useful skills and self-esteem as well as integrate them 

into the community (Ponce & Rowe, 2018). Tabletop role-
playing games can similarly help participants develop these 
skills as well as form social ties through their participation 
in gaming groups, local game shops, conventions, or online 
discussions. However, the role-playing aspect of these games, 
mixed with their openness to players’ experiences and desires, 
is a rare feature—one that enables a sort of connection with 
“what is played” that makes it more than fiction.  

CONCLUSION

How do TTRPGs help prevent experiences of social exclusion 
in youths and young adults? These practices allowed 
participants to explore and discover different elements 
of themselves, and the world around them, as well as 
opportunities to express themselves. The therapeutic qualities 
of these practices went beyond simply discussing and 
exploring issues; they were an opportunity to gain new skills 
and confidence—which were fundamental to improving the 
participants’ lives, well-being, and experiences outside of 
the game. Furthermore, participants shared that they had 
developed self-expression skills and a sense of self-advocacy, 
which encouraged them to support their own interests and 
build healthy relationships. 

We know that encouraging participation of young 
adults in mental health–related services and keeping them 
involved can bring many challenges (Truong et al., 2019). We 
believe that such community organizations could invest in 
cultural practices that make sense for and are of interest to 
these individuals. While the sample size of this study may 
have been limited and precludes generalization, it opens 
a reflection on the potential therapeutic benefits of these 
types of practices. We believe more targeted research on the 
therapeutic potential of TTRPGs is required, as well as on 
other similar popular culture-related practices for adolescents 
and adults. 
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