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Learning by Fun 

By Ilina Konakchieva, LARP Bulgaria 

Education and fun 

Hardly anyone would dispute nowadays the educational functions and value of role-playing games. 

At the same time, a background, quasi-intuitive, distinction between games for fun and educational 

games is still present. The mainstream in general still debases RPGs, while the benefits of role-playing 

in the context of the so-called “serious games” is often celebrated (Bowman, 2010). It is like 

educational games are only allowed to be fun as a concession, a necessary compromise to more 

efficiently seduce the participants into learning whatever the game has been designed to teach.  

It should not be like this. 

Games, by definition, are a problem-solving activity, approached with a playful attitude (Schell, 

2008). Role-playing encourages complex problem-solving and provides participants with the 

opportunity to learn an extensive array of skills through the enactment of scenarios, AND is 

entertaining by nature (Bowman, 2010). Еvery problem-solving activity has an immanent educational 

value, therefore every LARP game has an immanent educational value.  

Educational value, however, is one thing, using a LARP as a tool – completely another. In a very broad 

sense – yes, every LARP does teach us something – even a two-hour long boffer LARP can teach you 

something, if you are brave enough. However, there can be no doubt that this argument is stretching 

too far and is ridiculous. A rock is a rock, but it became a tool at the moment a primitive human took 

it with the intent to do something. To be an educational tool, a LARP needs an intent.  

If 1) playing a game is a voluntary problem-solving activity, which is fun, and 2) to make it an 

educational tool requires an intent in its design, then, logically, that intent must be related to the 

formulation of the problem that needs to be solved in the game. In the next paragraphs we will take 

a look into a couple of problems that could be included in a LARP that is not designed to be edu-

LARP, in order to provide the participants with the opportunity to learn actual real-life skills – not 

counting on just the immanent educational value that any game has, but by designers’ intent. This 

will be done in the form of a case study of The Fog LARP – a commercial entertainment five-day long 

fantasy LARP in the Balkans.  

Command, control and communication 

Command and control, commonly abbreviated to C2, is a term most often used in a military context, 

defined as a set of organizational and technical attributes and processes that employs human, 

physical, and information resources to solve problems and accomplish missions to achieve the goals 

of an organization or enterprise (Vassiliou et al., 2015). Among the abundance of derivative terms 

emphasizing different aspects, is C3, standing for “command, control and communication”, which 

focuses on the human aspect of these processes. The practical experience in structuring and 

implementing them allows participants to develop a set of leadership, organizational and decision-

making skills on different levels useful in a plethora of professional fields and in life in general. 

In The Fog LARP practical training in C3 is incorporated in the wargame design. The entire wargame 

consists of a series of missions, where competing factions can win by better resource management. It 

is a simulation designed in a way that individual combat skill is practically irrelevant.  Establishing an 

efficient structure, good time and human resource management and adequate communication have 

the decisive role.  
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The design of mission objectives and the way to communicate them to the players are the main tools 

in providing the participants with the opportunity to learn and practice the skills necessary to win 

this kind of game. While most individual mission objectives are simple and straightforward, they are 

carefully distributed in the game timeline and space to form a complex task of resource distribution 

effort, which requires good prioritizing and tactical planning in a pressing timeframe. The competitive 

aspect of the game does not focus on direct collision, as in battles between the opposing forces. 

Those would happen anyway and do not require special attention. The design effort is focused on 

who will do the better and faster decision-making and how and when to provide what information to 

the teams of players. The entire thing is based on the concept of the OODA loop, developed by the 

military strategist US Air Force colonel John Boyd.  The OODA (observe-orient-design-act) loop 

diagram below shows how all decisions are based on observations of the evolving situation. The 

observations are the raw information that must be processed to orient it for decision making. 

Orientation is the processing the information through the filter of our genetic heritage, cultural 

tradition, and previous experiences. Based on the outcome a decision is made and the correspondent 

action is performed. The result of that action is then observed to set the cycle in motion again. 

 

Diagram of the OODA loop 

 

 

In terms of the game design, the context of the setting and previous character experiences must be 

taken into account, the information inflow must be formulated to communicate the mission 

objectives, while leaving the players with the complete freedom to plan on how those objectives are 

to be completed with the resources available to them, and to provide for various frictions to 

challenge all competing teams alike.  
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The hardships of democracy 

While the wargame at The Fog LARP focuses on tactical and operational decision-making, The Fog 

LARP politics focus is on democracy. Strange as it may seem in a setting of rather medieval-ish power 

and authority structures, the latter rather form a nominal and, as a matter of fact, anachronistic, 

institutional framework for a process of political decision-making, which is deeply democratic by 

nature. The Fog LARP is an Eastern European LARP. What needs to be understood about Eastern 

Europe societies is that due to their historical faith they cherish democracy, while being cynical about 

it. In the 90s, short after the fall of the communist regimes, a lot of money and effort was put by 

various structures of the free world to teach and promote democracy in Eastern Europe and the 

Balkans. That effort drew a beautiful and, in the same time, naïve picture about what democracy 

was. The people of Eastern Europe wanted freedom and democracy, fought hard for it and felt they 

had deserved it. Then the cronies of the former communist power structures took over and ruined 

the untarnished ideal. This is the reason why most of the popular design patterns promoting 

democracy look shallow to the average Balkan player. For that matter, any design, that blatantly 

promotes any agenda, is doomed to be looked upon with suspicion and ridicule, garnished with a 

feeling of superiority – “I know what you’re trying to do here”.  

The thing, that can get through this wall and straight to the tyranny-hating Eastern European larpers’ 

hearts, is brutal honesty. Brutal honesty about all the flaws, distortions and hardships of the 

democratic process. They have been lied by dictatorships for too long and they did know they were 

lied to. They are not taking is anymore. They need to know the truth and the truth will break the 

cynical attitude and set them free.  

It is exactly what happened when a dilemma neither of which’ two outcomes was good, had to be 

voted on. The design did not promote anything, apart from the facts that: a dilemma was present; 

due to scientific and practical reasons there were just two possible outcomes described in detail; in 

any case one of those two would be implemented by a Deus-ex-machina type of in-game authority; 

the characters might have a say on which one – if they wanted. The situation in the setting was bad 

and there was not a good outcome.  

First, many players felt deprived of agency and even complained about it in the community groups. 

But after, democracy exploded. The provocative building found a response in the players’ souls. 

Groups, known by their hard orientation toward the action-oriented part of the game, spent hours 

debating. Leaders of opinion emerged and changed the vote of entire blocks by sheer power of 

argument. Players organized and generated an entirely new part of the content – the Forum 

Oratorum, where speakers would publicly debate recreating the most original aspect of democracy. 

Players discovered by themselves one of the most important things about democracy – what having 

– or not having a say is, and what living with the consequences after feels like. In the end, the final 

outcome was decided by a very close vote and is still subject of agitation, months after the game.  

Conclusion 

Adult education is about voluntary involvement in learning. In that it finds its logical partner in games 

defined as voluntary problem solving, approached as a fun activity. To make to too guided for the 

players reduces both the educational value and the fun. “Too guided” might mean many things, but 

they all go in two categories – too easy or too obvious. People don’t like feeling treated as stupid or 

being manipulated. It’s not fun. 

 


