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Research Paper 

Play value of digital play spaces: Children’s voices 
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A B S T R A C T   

Play for plays sake emphasises the significance of how children characterise play opposed to any secondary 
purposes or benefits it may generate. The concept of play value draws attention to how the space in which 
children play proffers the experiences that children want. Increasingly, digital play experiences are emerging as 
spaces for play. This inquiry aims to examine the play value of digital spaces, specifically how play is afforded by 
the digital space from the perspective of children. Eight children aged 11 years old participated in seven focus 
groups, creating comic strips which were used to elicit discussions. Focus group analysis generated three themes 
with associated sub-themes which were collectively explained by the overarching theme of endless possibilities 
in play in digital spaces. This study provides a new understanding of how digital spaces affords play value from 
the child’s perspective.   

1. Introduction 

Play is a right for all children (UNCRC, 1989) and is widely recog
nised as the primary occupation or activity of childhood (Lynch & 
Moore, 2016). Unsurprisingly, play has been defined and conceptualised 
by a range of disciplines without a firm consensus. What is generally 
accepted, however, is that play is experienced subjectively by children 
and characterised by feelings of joy and fun (Lester & Russell, 2008; 
Moore & Lynch, 2018). Yet, the instrumental benefits of play in terms of 
children’s education, development, health, or general well-being has 
been widely extolled across literature, policy and societal discourse 
(Gleave & Cole-hamilton, 2012; Lester & Russell, 2008; Yogman et al., 
2018). The Committee on the Rights of the Child, however, highlights 
the “intrinsic value to the child” (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
2013, p.4) that ‘free play’ presents, characterised by qualities such as 
having fun, making choices, being with other children and, where 
possible, devoid adult direction and intervention (Nicholson et al., 2014; 
Pyle & Alaca, 2018; Theobald et al., 2015). We are aware, however, that 
children’s play shapes and is in turn shaped by the environments in 
which it occurs, whether that be in outdoor playgrounds using equip
ment such as slides and trampolines or in digital spaces interacting with 
virtual objects and characters that comprise games such as Fortnite or 
Minecraft (Arbeau et al., 2020; Livingstone & Pothong, 2022; Prins 
et al., 2022). 

In fact, as the availability of consumer electronics such as consoles, 

smartphones, tablets, and other media proliferate, digital spaces rapidly 
emerge as a context for gaming, thus shaping children’s play experi
ences. Children are able to access a plethora of play opportunities in 
online, immersive, and potentially infinite game spaces. Just as in the 
physical world of playgrounds and toys, digital spaces and games have 
been characteristically designed by adults with children in mind (Kervin 
et al., 2018; Lieberman et al., 2009) resulting in the design and control of 
games and digital play spaces that are heavily influenced by the need to 
achieve instrumental outcomes such as with educational games (Barreto 
et al., 2017; Maine, 2017) or games focussed on achieving health out
comes (De Vet et al., 2014; Dixon et al., 2010). Game spaces exist by the 
way in which they have been designed and involve “adult-initiated rule 
systems” (Grimes, 2021, p.155) resulting in opportunities for play being 
both promoted and constrained. Similarly, the increasing agency of 
software and systems are blurring the boundaries between the subjective 
experience and the software itself (Sicart, 2023). Despite the best efforts 
of adult designers, games and digital spaces may not consistently affil
iate with the needs and wishes of children and may not reflect the 
characteristics of ‘play for plays sake’ that offers children valuable 
self-directed, motivating and fun experiences (Livingstone et al., 2023; 
Radesky & Hiniker, 2022; Verenikina et al., 2016). The emergence of 
technologies and digital spaces that simultaneously offer potentially 
unlimited opportunities for a wide range of play experiences while the 
very design of that game prescribes the nature of that experience chal
lenges our traditional conceptualisations of play for its own sake. Across 
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the literature, play in digital spaces is commonly referred to as gaming 
or videogaming, however, in recognition of children’s rights, we will 
refer to play throughout this paper. 

There have been several approaches and frameworks developed by 
way of understanding play in digital spaces. Based on Hutt’s taxonomy 
of play (1979), Bird & Edwards’ (Bird & Edwards, 2015) Digital Play 
Framework, proposes a model for the play opportunities that digital 
tools and technologies offer children. Despite its utility in understanding 
how technology might contribute to particular play experiences it falls 
short of offering insights into the experiences of children themselves and 
in particular the value they accrue from such play. The concept of play 
value is one way in which to understand children’s experiences and is 
described by “the value an environment, object, or piece of equipment 
brings to children’s experience of play” (Woolley & Lowe, 2013, p.2), or 
“how much play you can get out of something” (Newstead, 2004, p.29). 
To date, the existing research on play value has focused largely on how 
the design of children’s play spaces in outdoor contexts (Parker & 
Al-Maiyah, 2022; Woolley & Lowe, 2013) and the characteristics of the 
environment and objects contribute to a child’s perceived play value. 

Existing studies focusing on the experiences of children describe 
characteristics of games and digital spaces that contributes to their play 
experience. For example, children ascribe value to the social opportu
nities to meet friends and maintain existing friendships that online 
games such as Fortnite in particular offer (Albarello et al., 2021; Carter 
et al., 2020). Children describe digital spaces in terms of challenge and 
presenting the opportunity to be challenged (Van Rooij et al., 2017), 
choice and creativity (Loudoun et al., 2023) with elements of fantasy 
and responsibility (Livingstone & Pothong, 2022; Mertala & Meriläinen, 
2019). Findings from research of over 1200 children by Olson (Olson, 
2010), indicated that children are motivated by the ability to experiment 
with different identities, and the freedom to do the impossible that 
wouldn’t be feasible in everyday life. 

As such, it is evident from some of the research above, that listening 
to children’s descriptions of their experience playing in digital spaces 
provides a unique insight as to the play value that is leveraged from 
gaming. Furthermore, it offers an opportunity to better understand how 
the design of games, the composition of the digital space and the play 
processes that are offered contribute to children’s play value. The 
unique insights that can be accrued from children directly as informants 
of their own experiences have been well established in other areas of 
play research (Morgenthaler et al., 2023; Wenger et al., 2023). 
Furthermore, given the differences in how play is conceptualised, an 
understanding of children’s perspectives is essential in ensuring that 
spaces proffer valuable play experiences in line with their wants and 
desires (Livingstone et al., 2023; UNCRC, 1989; Wenger et al., 2023). 
The insights into children’s perspectives is essential for professionals, 
parents, and game designers to ensure high value designed game spaces 
that denote the key characteristics of play for the main protagonist 
(Radesky & Hiniker, 2022). Thus, developing an understanding of play 
value in contemporary digital spaces in which children increasingly 
spend their playful time can inform opportunities to further enrich these 
as new technologies evolve and emerge (Livingstone & Pothong, 2022). 

2. Methods of selection and participation 

2.1. Study design 

This qualitative study utilised a focus group design (Dahlin Ivanoff & 
Hultberg, 2006). A Mosaic Approach employing a multitude of data 
generation methods facilitated children’s active involvement 
throughout by encouraging them to openly discuss and feel listened to 
(Clark, 2017). The material developed by the participants had the pri
mary aim of enabling children to discuss and describe their own play 
experiences. 

2.2. Participants 

This study was carried out within a primary school in a large city in 
Ireland. The school Principal acted as the gatekeeper by disseminating 
age-appropriate information and consent forms to parents and children 
of a whole class within the school. Inclusion criteria included being 
enrolled in 4th class (aged 10–11 years of age), speak English, and 
returned completed assent forms from the children as well as consent 
forms from their parents. A total of eight forms were returned (3 boys, 5 
girls). 

2.3. Data collection 

Between January and March 2022, a total of seven focus groups were 
completed within the school environment (see Table 1). The first two 
focus groups had three to five participants in each with the final focus 
group having no more than 3 participants to allow a more in-depth 
discussion of the play value of digital spaces. All focus groups were 
moderated by the first author (FL). Field notes were taken directly after 
each group focusing on first impressions of children’s discussions on 
their play in digital spaces. Despite being conducted within the school 
environment, the focus groups were focused on children’s typical play 
experiences that they would engage in. The content of focus group one 
provided participants an opportunity to freely discuss their play in 
digital spaces. At this group, children were provided with written in
structions to take 5–10 screen shots or photographs of their play in 
digital spaces at home that they ‘really enjoy’ or ‘are important’ to them. 
Examples were provided such as something that they built in Minecraft, 
a favourite character, or a specific part of a game. It was requested that 
the pictures were of the screen itself with no faces shown on the images. 
These images were subsequently emailed to the group moderator by 
each participants’ family to be printed out prior to focus group two. 
Throughout the second focus group, the participants used the images they 
had taken to create their own comic strip (Phelan & Kinsella, 2009). This 
involved cutting, sticking, and adding speech or thought bubbles to 
specific pictures if the participants wished. The group moderator, as in 
all focus groups, utilised probing questions, such as, ‘why did you chose 
this’ or ‘tell me more about that’ to gain further insights and to generate 
discussion (Dahlin Ivanoff & Hultberg, 2006). See Figs. 1 and 2 for ex
amples of the children’s pictures and comic strips created and used to 
generate discussion. The third focus group utilised the comic strips that 
had been created by the participants to elicit an in-depth discussion with 
the participants, similarly using probing questions (McCloy et al., 2016). 
These specific data collection methods aimed to help participants relate 
to their everyday experiences of play in a digital space as indicated by 
the Mosaic approach (Clark, 2017). All focus groups were audio recor
ded using Otter software, with the recordings being transcribed 
verbatim and cross-checked several times. Once completed, the tran
scripts were anonymised, and pseudonyms were assigned to each 
participant (see Table 1). 

Table 1 
Focus groups.  

Session Focus 
Group 

Participants (pseudonyms) Length of focus 
group 

1 1 Freddy, Hannah, John, & Jessie 40 min 
2 Abbie, Beth, & Charlotte 25 min 

2 3 Abbie, David, & Hannah 65 min 
4 Beth, Charlotte, Freddy, Jessie & 

John 
75 min 

3 5 Abbie, Beth, & Charlotte 35 min 
6 David, Jessie, & Hannah 35 min 
7 John & Freddy 20 min 

Mean length of focus group 42 min  

F.M. Loudoun et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
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2.4. Data analysis 

To capture the insights of children’s authentic perspectives and 
collective discussions of the value of play in digital spaces, data was 
analysed according to the approach as described by Krueger & Casey 
(Krueger, 1997; Krueger & Casey, 2015). The transcripts from the focus 

groups were the primary focus of analysis, with the pictures, and written 
data on the comic strips used to clarify the context of the discussions 
with the children. This ensured that the analysis remained focused on 
the children’s discussions of their play. The first step involved listening 
to the recordings several times. The transcripts were then read numerous 
times by the first author (FL) in conjunction with looking at the pictures 
to generate an overall sense of the focus group discussions (Krueger, 
1997; Dahlin Ivanoff & Hultberg, 2006). The next step included 
reviewing each transcript to identify parts of the discussion which were 
relevant to the aim of the study. Initial codes were assigned to relevant 

Fig. 1. Examples of pictures used in comic strips.  

Fig. 2. Examples of comic strips.  
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chunks of data and discussed by the first and second author (FL, BB), 
which were subsequently formed into preliminary categories. For the 
next step, the three authors (FL, BB, MLL) discussed the initial categories 
to organise them into themes and sub-themes, reflecting back to the text 
from the focus groups. The pictures and comic strips complemented 
analysis through triangulation. Evolvement of the overarching theme 
and themes involved a dynamic process of referring back to the coding 
and themes throughout analysis. Quotations throughout the findings 
reflect and validate the collective dialogue between the participants 
(Dahlin Ivanoff & Hultberg, 2006). 

3. Findings 

3.1. A space for endless opportunities for play 

The data from children’s discussions of play in digital spaces, which 
aimed to explore the play value of digital spaces generated three themes 
with associated sub-themes (see Fig. 3). These themes collectively reflect 
how children experience endless opportunities for play proffered by the 
digital space which were not necessarily accessible to them elsewhere 
and which were generally void of restrictions. Children discussed the 
variety of the demands afforded by the digital space and that the 
different types of games available within their play repertoire resulted in 
a range of play experiences. Additionally, the three main themes 
mutually reflect the processes in which children participate in a digital 
space which can evolve into their physical and social space. The first 
main theme describes that children discuss a space in which they 
continually explore new arenas, tasks, and roles which bring re
sponsibilities as part of their play. The second theme highlights chil
dren’s experiences of a place to be together and share evolving play 
experiences whilst the third theme explores children’s discussions of a 
space to develop and learn which sustains play’s excitement. 

3.2. Continually exploring 

Children’s experiences reflected that the play value of digital spaces 
proffered continual exploration to discover new possibilities. The sub- 
themes establish the interconnectedness of the processes that are 
offered to children to explore new arenas in which to play, opportunities 
for new and existing tasks and roles, which collectively create an op
portunity for exploring responsibilities as part of their play. 

3.2.1. New arenas 
The children participating in this study described the digital spaces 

in which they played as qualitatively different from their off-line worlds. 
The differences were expressed as discoveries, with new elements, 

features, and experiences highlighted in terms of what value that they 
offered. Some of the spaces in which children’s play took place was 
described as ‘discreet’ or ‘secret’. Children spoke of these spaces as not 
only allowing them to explore but to do so with an anticipation that 
simply being in the space could result in new, exhilarating experiences 
that would otherwise be unavailable to them. Consequently, they 
described their play itself as always changing, in response to the space in 
which it was happening, and the elements contained therein. The sense 
of reciprocal change in both their play and the space in which it occurred 
was characterised by one child in their comic as they described the 
anticipation, they experienced of how their game would end. They spoke 
of the spaces in which play took place in their totality, as new locations 
each with specific capabilities for exploring, such as ‘into caves’, ‘up to 
the mountains’, or around a map. Such locations demanded a type of 
exploration that mirrored a real-world experience, but were liberated 
from geographical constraints such as distance, height, and inaccessible 
terrain. Rather, participating children spoke of how game spaces could 
be simultaneous represented on a map and present as a space where 
children could fly to, thus co-existing simultaneously within the digital 
space: 

John: Well, I’m flying and I’m going towards a new location that used to 
be in Fortnite but they took it out and then it’s back in now. It’s called 
tilted towers. 

Freddy: Oh, yeah. 

John: Well, it’s very iconic part because when Fortnite was just out and it 
was really big. Like that was the place to go. They still have all like the 
secret places there and things like that. 

Similarly, spaces within which play occurred were described in terms 
of how these could be traversed. Children spoke of the satisfaction of 
being able to move, fly or parachute choosing different directions, 
influenced by going to spaces popular with other players. The freedom 
to explore and extend their surroundings by moving in different ways 
such as flying or gliding was demonstrated in one of the comic strips 
which revealed a participant flying above an extensive virtual land
scape. Another comic portrayed their avatar waiting at a station to catch 
a train, thus extending their means of and possibilities for exploration. 

3.2.2. New tasks and roles 
Children discussed that digital spaces offered a context for exploring 

new tasks and roles; a space in which they could ‘goof off’, to do and be 
silly things. Children expressed that play in digital spaces conferred 
opportunities where they could imagine new roles for themselves to play 
by changing the colour and appearance of the characters they played, 
altering their avatar names, and experimenting with different ‘skins’. 
New roles were described as being accompanied by a diversity of new 
tasks, such as mining and building in Minecraft or destroying objects and 
characters in Fortnite. The extent to which children took these roles 
seriously in their gameplay was illustrated in the comics they con
structed. In these they demonstrated the extravagance of the Minecraft 
mansions they built in by exploiting the various materials available to 
them, such as, quartz, glass, and diamonds. This allowed children to 
structure and control their own play, thus generating new possibilities 
and not being necessarily constrained by the design of the game. 

Specific games facilitated children’s capability to pretend play 
different roles that they couldn’t experience in real life, thus challenging 
boundaries typically constrained by rules or wider societal expectations: 

Abbie: I pretend, like, I’m a robber pretending … because you can rob the 
bank in it and there’s like a robber. Because I pretend I’m like a school girl 
… 

Beth: And I’m a teacher. 

Abbie: Actually, there’s actually a secret base in, in in Brookhaven and 
when you rob the bank, you go through a vent and then it leads you to the 

Fig. 3. Overview of themes and sub-themes.  
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cleaners. And then you go into a room to the right. And then you click the 
lights and then a trapdoor opens. Then there’s like every single police 
camera in that room and there’s like, guns and computers. 

Children also discussed the possibilities to assume non-human roles, 
such as being different animals and the opportunities for new experi
ences available to these such as creating horses that they could ride 
through their YoYa World. 

Despite expressing the range of diverse and exhilarating tasks and 
roles that play in a digital space offered, their discussions reflected that 
children were able to maintain a clear distinction between the nature of 
these within a digital versus a physical context: 

Hannah: Like in real life, you won’t have a pet ladybug who tells you, you 
need to go, she needs to go to the shower. 

Jessie: Yeah, and you realise you wouldn’t have someone come to your 
bed and start killing you and break your bed. 

David: Or you wouldn’t start driving up walls and slamming into giant 
balls in cars … 

Children’s acute understanding of the consequential nature of the 
roles and associated tasks and experiences was evident in their de
scriptions of the differences between real and digital spaces: 

Hannah: Yeah, and in Brookhaven loads of people do really, really weird 
things. So, in real life, you wouldn’t go around with someone saying like 
….and since you’re not actually doing it, you won’t like care about safety. 
So, like say in real life you’re having a war. You try not to get shot. But in 
Video games, you jump off cliffs to get better ranges … 

Children’s understanding of the suspension of consequences in dig
ital spaces tendered possibilities to ignore their hitherto reality and 
engage in opportunities that were and were not appropriate or available 
to them in their physical world. Roles, such as pretending to get a job 
blended with taking up riskier roles and characters, for instance, being a 
bank robber. 

3.2.3. New responsibilities 
Children elaborated the potential responsibilities that grew from 

their game play. They described the need to grow their competence in 
being able to look after both themselves and their assets in their game 
play. Success in game play came with requirements such as building 
walls to protect themselves in Minecraft, raising animals in Adopt Me 
and looking after their farm in Slime Rancher. Upgrading their armour 
in Fortnite offered better protection from other players but was ulti
mately a responsibility that came with the roles offered by the game 
itself: 

Jessie: you can upgrade your armour. 

Hannah: yeah, you can. 

John: Treasure wars is better. 

Researcher: Tell me more about upgrading your armour. What does that 
mean? 

Hannah: It means you have better protection. 

Children spoke about the relationship between responsibility and 
perceived competence in game play where mining certain resources and 
materials in Minecraft earned rewards or progress their game play 
indicating the processes which children engage in to become competent 
in their play. 

3.3. Sharing play experiences 

Children recurrently discussed that digital spaces offered unfolding 
opportunities to play collaboratively with other people, specifically 
friends and family members. This formed two sub-themes which reflect 

children’s value of playing together and participation in social play is 
characterised by evolving goals and mutual achievement. 

3.3.1. Being together 
Children discussed the value of digital spaces to play with other 

people. One comic strip depicted that children appreciated the prospect 
to play games in different modes, such as duo or squad mode which 
children spoke of facilitating play with their friends and family. Children 
discussed the ways in which they worked beyond the design features of 
games to participate in this social play. They spoke of texting their 
friends to decide what time to login to play the same game collabora
tively. Children repeatedly expressed that they made use of other sup
plementary platforms such as Skype, Zoom, or FaceTime simultaneously 
whilst they played. Regardless of not seeing the faces of their friends, it 
provided an effortless and innovative opportunity for children to chat 
privately and play in parallel with their friends. Children spoke of 
initiating this during lockdown, however, sustained this despite the 
easing of restrictions: 

Beth: Yeah, this is the way I play Roblox with friends. Well, we, Abbie, 
Abbie, we do like FaceTime, and we press out of it. We can still talk to 
each other. We don’t see each other’s faces and we just play the same 
game and then we can talk so, it’s like … 

Abbie: On my birthday, erm, I had a zoom call with Beth and my other 
friend and em, with Beth I played Roblox with her. And we still we were 
still able to hear each other, and it was it was loads of fun and we could 
choose from different games that we all wanted to play. 

Children expressed that they enjoyed the potential of being able to 
play together whilst remotely located, sharing the same digital space yet 
being in separate physical spaces. Being able to play in a digital space 
proffered children a rapid and uncomplicated means to connect with 
friends and be together which tailored around other occupations in their 
daily routine. Play on their own or without their friends present was 
expressed as being boring, hence, valuing the possibilities provided to 
play together. 

3.3.2. Doing together 
Children discussed the opportunity in digital spaces to leverage the 

skills of friends and siblings to achieve goals collaboratively. Children 
spoke of assisting their younger siblings in their play and being helped 
by older siblings’ whist on separate devices in the same online space. 
Comic strips demonstrated examples, such as, visiting their sister’s 
house to help with cultivating crops or aiming at their brother in a 
specific game. Children expressed the value of not just playing together 
but also working together to achieve joint goals and maximise their in- 
game accomplishments. In particular, they highlighted the role older 
siblings play as game partners and how learning from them further 
extended their opportunities to develop their own skills to progress 
game play, enabling them to play more successfully with their own, age- 
equivalent peers: 

Abbie: And, em, you have to try and win the game and there’s 100 people 
in the game. And whenever I played duos, I play with my brother. And he 
kinda like does everything … he gets loot and weapons for me. And when I 
die, I mean, he’s able to get this thing called a reboot card. And you can go 
to a reboot van within the reboot card. And you can hold down a button to 
get your teammate back. And my first three games I’ve ever played on 
Fortnite were wins. One was actually a solo one. It’s only because the 
second player was like really bad … 

Researcher: Does he help you when you’re not playing video games? 

Abbie: Um, yeah, yeah. When I’m talking to people through like a headset, 
I’m playing with them. He tells me what to do to … 

Although these game-based social experiences were, for the most 
part guided by real-world social mores, children were aware that some 
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players found loopholes such as writing ‘F space space’ in the chat, 
challenging their sense of justice of how other players behaved and 
interacted in a digital space. However, children spoke of negotiating 
around this by turning off the chat and seeking out their preference of 
chatting with friends, indicating their responsibility through gameplay. 
Children described playing certain games when they were recom
mended to them by their friends or because a family member such as 
their brother played it. They discussed preferring to play games that 
were free with friends rather than games that cost money with no 
friends, indicating the significant social value of play in digital spaces. 

3.4. Keeping play alive 

Children discussed that the variation of play experiences in a digital 
space offered them constant and evolving opportunities to develop and 
learn new skills which were both relevant within the game and the 
physical space, thus children were inhabiting a range of spaces simul
taneously. Two sub-themes reflect the children’s discussions of prac
ticing certain elements within the game which enabled them to develop 
as a player, both within and out with the game context. 

3.4.1. Developing and learning 
Children discussed that they were developing existing and learning 

new skills within the digital space. They recognised they developed 
skills such as dexterity, reflexes, strategy, tactics, and planning which 
they considered useful life skills. Children expressed using their 
knowledge of developing these skills during discussions and negotia
tions with their parents to play in digital spaces, demonstrating an 
awareness of the wider societal discourses: 

David: Watching TV shows might fry your brain but video games don’t 
cause, you’re … 

Hannah: You’re working your brain. 

Jessie: Yeah, and your fingers. 

Hannah: And you can also do, I don’t have any Obey’s on this but it’s like 
a lot of blocks and you’ve got to jump and not touch the lasers. You’re 
using your brain. 

Jessie: You’re using your brain so much. 

Children discussed various scenarios in their game play when they 
first started playing, such as picking up cabbages to heal themselves, 
which they were able to look back on as ‘newbish’; thus, recognising the 
development in their gameplay. Children also expressed when they were 
‘newbs’ they were scammed by other players, for example, who were 
dressed up in rags. They spoke about being challenged on their sense of 
justice and not understanding why other players would attempt to break 
the rules of the game. Children discussed the strategies employed within 
a digital space which incentivised them to keep playing. Daily logins for 
instance provided opportunities for children to earn additional prizes 
and develop their game play further. Children expressed that these 
external motivators gave them the sense that they would miss out on 
opportunities within the game. 

From the discussions with children, the variety of games and the 
range of levels and difficulty resulted in constant learning and always 
having something to do. The continuous sense of progression indicated 
to children that the more you play, the better skills you possess. Children 
recognised the frustration in certain games, challenged by successfully 
playing something one day and struggling to play it the next. They spoke 
about play necessitating perseverance and strategies such as going away 
to another place then coming back to parts they found demanding. 
Children also discussed the degree of luck proffered by the digital space, 
nevertheless, the unpredictability and uncertainty during game play 
provided a sense of challenge and the requirement to problem solve: 

Charlotte: Sometimes you have this really hard thing and can’t get past it 
and then this other person is playing can just do it and you’re like, oh my 
God, how do you do that? And you’re just like, oh my god, and you try 
like a million times. Then you leave the game and come back the next day 
and you can do it all. 

Abbie: Sometimes. I get this. It might just be a glitch. But sometimes like 
when I’m on my own on single player world on Minecraft, I can do loads 
of things that people can’t believe that don’t believe me. But when say my 
brother joins, erm, I just can’t do it. Maybe it’s just on single player games, 
but I just can’t do it in front of anybody. 

Beth: Or maybe it’s just because of pressure. You just want to beat them 
and then you can’t. 

Children spoke about being impressed when they saw other players 
with cool customisations which provided inspiration of how to develop 
their own gameplay. They expressed that at times using default skins 
resulted in other players thinking you were a bad player, influencing 
how they were perceived by others and how the game might play out. 
Conversely, some players used default skins as they were inspired by 
their favourite YouTuber. Children learnt about different rarity of items, 
from ‘common’ loot to the more desirable and treasured ‘mythic’ and 
‘exotic’ loot, which attracted and retained their play. Updates in the 
game Adopt Me, for example, brought new possibilities of pets which 
would eventually become rare, providing further opportunities to trade 
and brag to their friends resulting in certain elements adapting and 
altering in value signifying a change in value in themselves and to the 
children. 

3.4.2. Becoming a player 
Children discussed the skills that they developed and learnt in a 

digital space evolved into their perceived competence in play demon
strating that they recognised and understood the processes involved in 
their play. Children expressed that they appreciated consistent elements 
within the design of games such as good graphics and features, including 
guides to assist with aiming which supported and developed their pro
ficiency. Thus, the use of repetitive elements in the gameplay led to 
competence and mastery in their play: 

David: and yeah, there was a game I used to play on Xbox; Plants vs. 
Zombies Garden Warfare 2. The handy thing about aiming is your aim 
thing turns red when, there’s someone in range, so you can just find that 
as soon as it turns red. But there’s no warning if something’s coming for 
you. 

Abbie: When you’re hovering, when you’re aiming and when you’re 
hovering over somebody the aim thing goes reds, which means you’re like 
it’s on target, and when you shoot, it hits them. There’s also a thing called 
the sniper where you can look through a scope and it does so much 
damage you if you have a shield on you can you have one, 200 health and 
it does like 190 damage with one snipe. But it takes a lot to reload because 
it takes one bullet at a time. it’s super powered! 

Children discussed that by completing certain tasks and challenges in 
the game they earned in-game currency which progressed and enhanced 
their play. However, they also expressed frustration that certain ele
ments in the game were only available eventually if they paid real world 
money: 

Researcher: And what do you think about having to pay money for stuff? 

John: Oh, I don’t like 

Jessie/Hannah: I don’t like it 

Researcher: Hannah, tell me why you don’t like it? 

Hannah: I don’t know, cause all the better stuff and all that. If you’re not 
allowed, like people saying you’re a newb …. you’re not good 

Jessie: It’s to tempt you to spend money 
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Being able to progress up levels within the game made children feel 
proud of themselves, that they were successful in their play and 
competent as individuals in general. They spoke of their experiences of 
the additional possibilities for play emerging from new elements or 
stories in the game indicating their awareness of strategies, such as 
updates, used by game designers to keep them playing. Children 
expressed the anticipation of play in digital spaces, brought by new and 
evolving possibilities in their play space which were not available in 
physical world contexts. 

4. Discussion 

The aim of this research was to examine children’s perspectives of 
their play in digital spaces, specifically how the nature and composition 
of such space affords valuable play experiences for children. Overall, the 
findings indicate the value that children accrue from game spaces that 
facilitate their desire for exploration; both geographic (in a digital 
space) and material. Furthermore, digital play experiences facilitate the 
expression of their creativity, imagination, and craving for challenge. In 
this study however, children also reported the value they attributed to 
games that also offer a degree of familiarity and predictability. 

The children in this inquiry consider digital spaces as presenting 
endless opportunities for play in a similar way to off-line playgrounds. 
Furthermore, the main themes generated from the findings identify how 
a range of characteristics in digital spaces contribute to the value chil
dren associate with these play experiences. These include the opportu
nity to continually explore new spaces, engage in novel tasks, and adopt 
hitherto unanticipated roles. Such characteristics were represented in 
children assuming new responsibilities; sharing these experiences with 
others; and keeping play alive through learning and developing skills. 
When considered collectively, these factors contribute to a new under
standing of how children attribute play value to their experience in 
digital spaces. This can be considered reflective of how children value 
other dedicated play spaces, such as playgrounds, thus demonstrating 
some continuity between play value in the physical and digital space 
(Wenger et al., 2023). 

The findings of this inquiry indicate that children value opportunities 
to continually extend their arenas of play and explore new roles which 
were bereft of the boundaries of their physical world. Recent studies of 
children’s offline experiences have stressed a general decline in chil
dren’s opportunities for free play over recent years (Gray et al., 2023) 
and more specifically a shrinking in their use of geographical space, 
freedom of movement and the distance from home they are allowed to 
travel (Karsten, 2005; Woolley & Griffin, 2015). This shift in the use of 
space over recent years, perpetuated by a range of social and cultural 
factors, has resulted in a decrease in children’s sense of freedom in a 
physical context (Spilsbury, 2005). In offering opportunities with the 
promise of engaging with new experiences and exploring digital geog
raphies in gameplay, children are tendered with an alternative space in 
which to exercise their rights and desire to engage in play (Livingstone 
et al., 2023; Livingstone & Pothong, 2022; UNCRC, 1989). Moreover, 
the limitations that are often experienced by children in play spaces in 
off-line environments is contrasted with the opportunities that digital 
spaces provide, which are not constrained by the physical, social, or 
cultural structures of the real world. The exploratory value of play in 
digital spaces has been recognised as a tool to enhance learning, thus, 
this study further indicates that children perceive its value in play for its 
own purpose (Toh & Kirschner, 2020). 

Beyond simply presenting arenas for exploration, children recog
nised that the digital space also proffered opportunities to build, direct, 
and structure their play in the way they wished. This indicates freedom 
in their play as well as engaging in imaginative and creative roles and 
tasks. Additionally, children spoke of valuing both the learning of new 
and developing existing skills, which sustained the excitement of play. 
Bogost (2016), argues that creativity not only comes from children’s 
sense of freedom but also the limitations set out by the game space to 

provide challenge and to problem solve. The wider literature indicates 
that children specifically pursue opportunities for imaginative play in 
digital spaces (Livingstone & Pothong, 2022). Thus, games such as 
Minecraft, YoYa World, and Pokemon which are open-ended in terms of 
the flexibility of play choice they offer, create a space for children to 
potentially explore unrealised possibilities. 

Despite games in digital spaces being a largely adult-generated 
construct, children in the study discussed that games, nonetheless, 
offer opportunities to structure and control their play, using the space 
both flexibly and creatively. Across other studies, focussed on more 
traditional play environments, such as community playgrounds, where 
slides and swings are designed and placed there by adults, literature has 
indicated that children see value in the opportunities to direct and chose 
their play experiences for themselves. As with playground equipment, 
children transcend the implied intentions of game objects in digital 
spaces by using game characters, equipment, avatars, and others as a 
starting point to develop their own more varied, unanticipated, and 
novel expression of their play (Morgenthaler et al., 2023; Wenger et al., 
2023). Children in this inquiry expressed the sense of value they got 
from leveraging what they saw as play potential in elements of games 
such as choosing to play as a bank robber, getting jobs, and building 
fancy houses. 

Results of this inquiry indicate that children significantly value 
playing together with friends and family as well as being able to achieve 
new things together. This extends further, as children incorporate other 
ways and means to add layers of sociability to their game play beyond 
the limitations of both the game and the device. The promise of sociable 
engagement with others has long been associated with children’s mo
tivations for playing in the digital space (Albarello et al., 2021; Olson, 
2010). The opportunity to meet other players, in particular their friend 
group offered a value to their digital play that is not dissimilar to the 
experiences children value from other play spaces (Seeland et al., 2009; 
Skar et al., 2016; Ziaesaeidi et al., 2023). Studies of playgrounds and 
play materials highlight the links between the features, layout and 
design with children’s playability and sociability (Morgenthaler et al., 
2023; Stanton-Chapman & Schmidt, 2021; Wenger et al., 2023). From 
this study it appears that the design and features available in game 
spaces, such as Roblox or Brookhaven as highlighted by participants 
offer the promise of dynamic social engagement and sociable play ex
periences which is consistent with the wider literature (Mccarthy et al., 
2022). However, in the absence of technology that fully supported their 
expectations of meeting and chatting with their friends or peers, chil
dren demonstrated creativity and problem solving in leveraging other 
non-game tools such as Zoom and Skype to add additional layers of 
socialisation to the games they play. Further, children in this study 
expressed a preference and value of playing with their friends or sib
lings, irrespective of whether they were older or younger or of their skill 
level of play. Research of children’s experiences of their off-line play, 
however, reflect their desire and perceived value of playing with other 
known children who are, in fact, a similar age and ability (Morgenthaler 
et al., 2023; Nicholson et al., 2014). Nevertheless, play with other 
children who are younger or older has been recognised to enhance skills 
and provide further opportunities for children to learn (Gray, 2011). 
Thus, the digital space provides a context in which children can extend 
their possibilities for sociability augmenting existing relationships 
(Albarello et al., 2021; Olson, 2010). 

Within play and videogame literature, uncertainty has been recog
nised as key for maintaining excitement and engagement in play (Cail
lois, 2001; Costikyan, 2013). Specifically, Costikyan (2013) argues that 
the dimension of uncertainty provides players with the opportunity to 
manage, solve problems and overcome challenges (Costikyan, 2013; 
Hamlen, 2011). However, in this inquiry children expressed a value in 
the balance between uncertainty with elements of predictability, repe
tition, and familiarity in their game play. Predictable gameplay and 
opportunities to repeat or change the way in which they engage with 
games offered children a sense of familiarity in play experiences and 
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served to develop their understanding of the rules, strategies, and me
chanics required for successful play. The value that predictability offers 
is of no surprise considering the role it plays across other domains such 
as learning and general cognitive development (Hedges et al., 2013). 
Further, predictability may be seen as a platform that enables children’s 
repetitive play that further contributes to a sense of control and mastery 
(Crescenzi-Lanna, 2022; Hanson, 2014). This further contributed to 
promoting the repetitive cycles of play that is so critical to the feelings of 
competence often described by game players (Inal & Wake, 2022; Marsh 
& Tainio, 2009; Sailer et al., 2017). It has been described that the digital 
spaces in which children play are rule-based systems aimed to absorb the 
player into play experiences (Grimes, 2021; Lieberman et al., 2009). 
However, children in this inquiry spoke of the opportunities to be 
challenged and to problem solve through a variety of difficulty levels 
influencing their ability to master skills and play competently. Further, 
children expressed that the result of the challenge in the game is through 
a process of mastering and learning skills by overcoming certain ob
stacles or completing tasks faster or easier than previous (Deterding 
et al., 2022). 

5. Limitations 

This inquiry is the first of our knowledge which examines digital 
spaces from the perspective of play value, specifically exploring how it 
affords play from the perspective of children. Depth to the data collec
tion was obtained through repeated focus groups and child-friendly 
methodology by creating comic strips to elicit a discussion. An heter
ogenous sample of boys and girls provided a varied representation of 
children’s perspectives. However, the study was conducted within a 
specific geographical context which may influence the transferability of 
the findings to children in an alternative location. The data was dis
cussed throughout analysis by all three authors, who had diverse ex
periences which increased trustworthiness and sensitivity. Research has 
typically been conducted in silo’s, focusing on specific spaces in which 
children play, such as the natural, built, or digital environment. How
ever, children do not distinguish between spaces and see a fluidity across 
contexts, therefore, further research from the perspective of the child is 
necessarily which examines play in digital spaces as part of their play 
repertoire. 

6. Conclusion 

We can conclude from this study that children perceive high play 
value in digital spaces through endless opportunities resulting from a 
complex and collective blend of characteristics that have the potential to 
be designed into and within the digital space. Game spaces which 
facilitate children’s desire for exploration, their expression of creativity, 
sociability, and those which offer familiarity and predictability are 
suggested to denote high play value. Thus, by not restricting children to 
a few certain games and spaces whilst providing a plethora of oppor
tunities for children to engage in different ways, a breadth of play value 
is accrued. Further, these findings can be used to demonstrate how a 
digital space can be designed to create experiences with high play value. 
Whilst acknowledging the exploratory nature of the study along with 
play value being a largely under researched construct, the development 
of a framework may be helpful. This would determine the indicators of 
play value alongside the opportunities afforded by the digital space from 
the child’s perspective to aid in designing and achieving high play value 
play spaces. 
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