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ABSTRACT  
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In this thesis, the worldbuilding aspect of the game Overwatch (Blizzard Entertainment, 
2016) is explored. Video games provide rich fictional worlds with audiovisual content 
and require design and development. In this study, the design and creation of fictional 
worlds, was studied, including how it was done in the case of Overwatch. The game is 
part of a transmedia universe, in which multiple stories take place.  
 
The method used in this study is a qualitative analysis, which was done using the 
Grounded Theory Method. The process included collecting data, coding it, writing 
memos, and creating categories of the themes that arise from the data, and recording 
and explaining the process. 
 
During the study, nine different worldbuilding themes were constructed, representing 
the different motivations and goals and processes during the development of Over-
watch.  The themes are: Development Team's Story, Studying Company Legacy, Inspira-
tion from Other Games, Deciding Guiding Values, Fast Iterative Development, Telling 
Stories Organically, Focusing on Characters, Trusting the Players, Global and Exotic Lo-
cations. A chart of relations between these themes was presented as well, separating 
them into three levels. This study offers a look into a worldbuilding process of a contem-
porary video game. 
 
Keywords: Overwatch, video games, worldbuilding, transmedia, Grounded Theory 
Method 
 
The originality of this thesis has been checked using the Turnitin OriginalityCheck 
service.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

While stories and fiction have existed for a long time, in the 21st century the rapid 

development of modern technologies and tools and new media have created even more 

possibilities. They have enabled more people to share their stories and create fictional 

worlds. Big companies have resources to create huge universes while producing content 

on many different platforms and giving the fans multiple ways to experience and be part 

of their fictional worlds. Video games are ever larger creations that combine both 

technology and creative arts, tied together as whole through design. 

In this thesis my research question is how was the world of Overwatch built? The game 

takes place in a transmedia universe, how was that universe created by the game 

developers, and in what ways the world is communicated to the players. In addition to 

the game, the universe includes transmedia content, such as comics and short films that 

tell more about the characters and stories. I will also try to explore what were the 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ. I am interested in what 

ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 

perspectives and what they wanted to build in this project. Since I was using the 

Grounded Theory Method, which is an exploratory method, the options were kept open 

during the research process and some unexpected insights were discovered. 

The reason for choosing this topic is personal interest in game development and fictional 

worlds, as well as wanting to take a closer look into the creation process of a 

contemporary video game. The reason Overwatch was chosen for this study is that it is 

quite a new game and has fictional stories in various media. Other options for research 

toǇƛŎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƻǊ Ƨǳǎǘ 

ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ 

thoughts and what goes on behind the scenes during the development of a completely 

new fictional universe and game, and how they share this process in public. In this thesis, 

I will use the term developer to mean anyone who was part of building the game. I know 
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in some context the definition is stricter, and it can even be a title for a specific job, but 

I will be using it more loosely here to mean everyone who worked on the game. 

This study can shed some light on what the design motivations and processes behind a 

video game can be, and how games can be built in modern times and technologies, 

combining engineering, artistry and design. It might help people such as game 

developers or academics who are interested in the processes that can happen when 

developing a game and building a fictional transmedia universe. Some of the thoughts 

can be helpful for developers who want to create their own worlds, allowing them to 

find out ways to approach the process. 

This is just a study of one game in a specific time and place. It is not the same process 

for every game in the world but may of course have similarities to other game design 

processes. Maybe this study can give a glimpse on the thinking process behind a modern 

western AAA- game, as seen from the outside of the developer team. As Kultima (2018, 

p.53) Ǉǳǘǎ ƛǘΣ άDŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ǘƛƳŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊέΣ ƳŜaning that the design processes 

are changing over time, as well as the environment where games are made. So that 

explains why a similar type of study on another game could have different results. 

Overwatch is currently an evolving game and is being updated on a regular basis and 

requires servers to be able to run. Stenros and Sotamaa (2009) describe this kind of 

game as a service provided by the developer for the player. The player needs to have 

service from the company in order to play the game. For this study, it means that there 

has been updates to the game between collecting the data, writing this thesis and 

finishing it. The data used in the study itself was collected in September and October of 

2018, so the possible game and developer updates after that have not been included in 

the material. The writing process was completed during a longer period but was finished 

in April 2019. This study is a snapshot of the game in its earlier and current stage, and as 

the focus is on the development and process before release, and ƛǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ 

everything that has changed since release. This also means that the game will probably 

continue to get updates, and more transmedia content, which makes it an ever-evolving 

universe. 
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The structure of the thesis will be as follows. After this introductory chapter, in Chapter 

2, a literature review will be conducted, exploring the different terms used, and 

discovering what worldbuilding historically and in more traditional media is and how do 

modern-day video games include it in development process. After that, the concept of 

transmedia, which means fictional worlds spreading across multiple media platforms, 

will be investigated. Also, the concept of academic fan will be introduced. Next, in 

chapter 3, the game Overwatch and its universe will be presented, including describing 

the world of Overwatch in more detail, as well as looking into previous studies on the 

game. 

In chapter 4, I will present the qualitative analysis method used in this thesis, which is 

the Grounded Theory Method. After that, the data and how it was collected will be 

discussed, as well as the process of using the method. Then in chapter 5, the results from 

the study will be shared and explained in detail. Then the results will be reflected on the 

worldbuilding concepts and literature. Finally, in Chapter 6, the conclusions will follow, 

and possible future research topics will be discussed. 



 

4 

 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, some of the key terms will be defined, and previous literature on fictional 

worlds and worldbuilding will be discussed. First, I will start by defining how the terms 

are used in this thesis, after that I will describe fictional worlds and worldbuilding in 

general and in more traditional media, then I will go through worldbuilding in video 

ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ǘǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨŀŎŀ-

ŦŀƴΩ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘΣ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ Ŧŀƴ 

and an academic to keep the study scientific and transparent. 

The three terms I will be using in this thesis are: fictional world, worldbuilding and 

transmedia universe. These terms and their history will be explained and discussed 

further in this chapter. What should be noted is that the words universe and world will 

be used interchangeably in this study. I will use the term Overwatch Universe, when 

talking about the whole world of Overwatch, since that is also the term the developers 

themselves use while talking of all of the Overwatch universe on different media 

platforms and the story as a whole.  

2.1 Building fictional worlds  

Fictional world, or secondary world, is something separate from our own real world, also 

called primary world (Tolkien 1947). The fictional world can have its roots in this world 

we know but there must be some fictional element or border to make it separate from 

the primary world (Wolf 2014). Multiple different terms have been used to describe 

fictional worlds. Some of them indicate the exact same thing, while some are just related 

concepts with small differences. Fictional worlds have been called by these terms in 

different contexts; fictional world (many sources), fictive world (Salen and Zimmerman 

2004), possible world (Juul 2011; Planells de la Maza 2017; Wolf 2014), ludofictional 

world (Planells de la Maza 2017), imaginary world (Wolf 2014), simulated world (Planells 

de la Maza 2017), synthetic world (Castronova 2008), secondary world (Tolkien 1947), 

storyworld (Wolf 2014), transmedia world (Schell 2008), gameworld (Jørgensen 2013) 
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and virtual world (Bartle 2004). Most of these terms have a somewhat different view on 

what these worlds are and how a fictional world (that is not this real world) is defined. 

Some are more specific and only used for certain types of fictional worlds, for example 

game world, requiring it to exists in a game, or virtual world, being digital. In this thesis 

I will be referring to them as fictional worlds, as it is popular among the literature, and 

has only one requirement, which is that it is fictional, i.e. not real. 

Yuval Noah Harari (2015) claims in his TED talk that fictional stories and believing in them 

are the reason humans have come this far and have been able to create modern 

societies. Since humans can communicate what could be, instead of just what is, and co-

operate in big numbers, we have been able to build these complicated systems that 

require us to believe in concepts and systems like money, nations, human rights etc. So, 

it can be said that this kind of imaginative thinking of hypothetical concepts and sharing 

them with others is essential for human societies advanced development and creation 

of new inventions. So stories play a big part in human experience. Wolf (2014) explains 

how worldbuilding can start already in the childhood, in the form of imaginary worlds, 

and how these worlds can be enjoyed by those building them, not just the ones created 

by others in media. 

In the book Building Imaginary Worlds: The Theory and History of Subcreation, Mark J. 

P. Wolf (2014) describes how the first transnarrative characters were historical figures. 

They would appear in many different stories and create illusion of believable characters 

who are familiar from many sources. First notable essay discussing fictional worlds is 

written by Tolkien (1947), who refers to the them ŀǎ ΨCŀƛǊȅ-ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΩΦ IŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 

them in 1939, but the essay was published later. Creating fictional worlds and the 

research surrounding them has come a long way since then, as new types of media have 

ōŜŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜǎΦ ¢ƻƭƪƛŜƴΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪǎΣ ƘŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

referred in the literature considering world building. He created a massive fantasy world 

with new languages, cultures, locations and history, which acted as a stage for his stories 

and books. They have later inspired movies, video games and other creations even after 

his death. The term Tolkien uses for building fictional worlds is Ψsub-creationΩ, which 
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refers to God being the primary creator, and human creating something secondary to 

thatΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ¢ƻƭƪƛŜƴΩǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ 

inside of the world created by God. 

When thinking about the difference between storytelling and worldbuilding, the 

perspective and focus of both can be discussed. Storytelling can leave out some things 

which are secondary to the story, while worldbuilding tries to make the world more 

complete by adding extra details that do not necessarily progress the story in any way 

but make the world more believable. As Wolf (2014, p.29) puts it, άWorlds can exist 

without stories, but stories cannot exist without a world.έ This quote demonstrates, how 

important the sometimes forgotten or overlooked worldbuilding is. Storytelling and 

narrative is however linked to worlds closely, as the worlds can be designed for the 

purpose of telling a specific story or stories.  

Fictional worlds have been discussed from many perspectives, for example philosophy, 

literature, media studies, and it is not possible to include all of them in this study. A 

recent book on fictional worlds is The Routledge Companion to imaginary worlds, edited 

by Mark J P Wolf (2017), offering articles from different scholars on detailed 

worldbuilding aspects, such as cultures, creators, genres etc. It goes deep into different 

views on the topic and can give some kind of understanding of how many different 

things worldbuilding is related to.  

All fictional worlds have some base in the primary world (the real world we live in). On 

that world as the base, worldbuilders can start crafting their own secondary world with 

its own unique features. It would be really difficult to come up with something 

ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ then try to 

communicate it to someone. Three things that Wolf (2017) finds important when 

evaluating a fictional world are invention, completeness and consistency. Invention is 

the thing that separates the fictional world from the primary world, what makes it 

unique and interesting. Completeness is the illusion of completeness of the world, so 

that the world feels feasible for the audience. Consistency refers to a logical and 

aesthetically pleasing world with no contradictions. So there are a lot of values one can 
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aspire for when building worlds and trying to make them as good as possible, and when 

evaluating existing worlds. Wolf (2014) also divides the built worlds into two categories, 

open and closed, in the former, it is still growing, and new material is created, while in 

the latter, ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǝet any more canonical additions.  

So what does worldbuilding mean? Worldbuilding practice in different media can be 

divided into three parts, one being the theoretical worldbuilding, the second part is the 

actual creation of text, visuals etc. And then the third way includes the users imagining 

the world while they experience it, believing in it and maybe even adding something 

new through their own perspective. Hanna-Riikka Roine (2016) explains these three 

parts of worldbuilding:  

ά¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǿƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ 
that address different ways of engaging with works of fiction: imagination, 
immersion, and interaction. Worldbuilding is, thus, seen as a practice that 
guides both the creation of works of fiction and the ways the users approach 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎέΦ όwƻƛƴŜ нлмсύ  

So, it is not just the creator of the world who engages in the worldbuilding practice, but 

also the people who experience the content and stories. The interpretation of the world 

depends on the person experiencing it. 

{ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ, I 

will be using the term worldbuilding to describe the activity of creating worlds instead 

of experiencing them. I think the terms worldbuilding and world design are much more 

neutral when it comes to worldviews, than the term sub-creation, which Tolkien (1947) 

used. Those two terms have also been used more often in the modern research. So, to 

ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛȊŜΣ ǿƘŀǘ L ƳŜŀƴ ōȅ ǿƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ƛǎ ΨǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΩΦ 

2.2 Worldbuilding in video games 

In the past fictional stories were shared by telling stories or by writing and reading them, 

and through live theater and opera. Nowadays digital media, including games, offer 
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modern ways to present fictional worlds to people. (Wolf 2014.) At first, film and 

television provided visualization for the worlds, and later video games enabled people 

to get inside a 3D world and interact with it, which can be very different from traditional 

literature or other media. The new media has also enabled the creation of trans-medial 

content. (Wolf 2017.) Contemporary fictional worlds often try to use transmedia to their 

advantage, providing fans with more content in multiple platforms. The concept of 

transmedia will be elaborated further in the next chapter. 

As technology is advancing, fictional worlds can be created to be more realistic and 

immersive. New technologies, such as virtual reality and augmented reality can provide 

the creators with more tools for creating the worlds people can experience and engage 

with. These new worlds need designers, builders, creators to bring life into fictional 

realms different from ours. In the book Game Design Essentials, which takes a more 

practical perspective on how games are created, Mitchell (2012) lists different roles 

needed in game production. One of ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎ Ψ²ƻǊƭŘ .ǳƛƭŘŜǊΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ŀǎ 

environmental artists in other contexts. He lists the different tasks for this role, which 

include άcreating look and feel for the game, creating towns, houses, roads, forests and 

so onέ. This approach is focused on how the video game world is created in practice.  

In contemporary game development, there can be teams of hundreds developing the 

game and universe. This is a lot when compared to creators like Tolkien and others who 

build worlds alone. When creating audiovisual game worlds with a big team, there must 

be some direction for the art and other content, to make them consistent and work as 

a whole. The consistency factor when creating worlds was mentioned in the previous 

chapter, so there needs to be some direction for these big groups of people creating 

worlds, such as art lead. This and creating a unified story for the world helps the game 

to have a canon, which the whole team can follow and create a consistent world. (Wolf 

2017.) Similarly to the tasks listed by Mitchell (2012) previously, Wolf (2017) also 

explains how many different disciplines are needed to create fictional worlds in modern 

media: 
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ά¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ άǿƻǊƭŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ 
ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ infrastructures (map, timeline, genealogy charts, etc.), on a more 
practical level it refers to such things as terrain, architecture, technology, 
vehicles, clothing, food and drink, tools and weapons, customs and cultures, 
language, and other areas, each of which must be integrated in a plausible 
way with the others. Thus, world design is a very multidisciplinary activity, 
which in audiovisual media at least has become a highly collaborative activity 
requiring a large number of people, each with their own area of 
specialization, working under the guidance of some creative authority who 
tries to ensure the overall consistency and believability of the world being 
designed. As many popular imaginary worlds have demonstrated, the 
experience of a well-designed imaginary world is something that does not 
necessarily even have to include a narrative; the world itself can be the 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ ²ƻǊƭŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ 
world-building is an art in itself, and one that continues to grow as evermore 
ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘΦέ (Wolf 2017, p. 72) 

So here he describes the different aspects of worldbuilding and what kinds of 

requirements the activity can have. What Wolf (2017) also notes, is how the worlds do 

not necessarily need narrative to be enjoyed, but the fans might like it for the world 

itself. Also to add another perspective to the worldbuilding, Lily AlexanderΩǎ (2017) 

article notes that when designing new fictional worlds in certain media, the old 

conventions of that specific genre should be taken into consideration, as well as 

inventing something new. The author sees the creation process as a mix of these two 

concepts of rules and innovation. 

As mentioned in the earlier chapter, worldbuilding can also in some contexts mean the 

users or the  players experiencing the world. Fictional game worlds can allow the players 

to imagine the world themselves (Juul 2011). Not to be forgotten that there can be fans 

who never even played/read/watched the main piece and still are fans and love the 

world, and even co-create fan art, like in the case of Overwatch (Purslow 2017). They 

can be part of the community and enjoy the free content to get inside the world and the 

story, or even create fan art. 

Storytelling and worldbuilding are linked, as mentioned previously, but sometimes the 

worldbuilding part is neglected and overlooked. This has been also noted in the popular 
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game studies book Rules of Play by Salen and Zimmermann (2004). They write about 

worlds and stories in games: 

ά¢ƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴΣ ŀ ƎŀƳŜϥǎ ŦƛŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘΣ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎ ōŀŎƪŘǊƻǇ 
for scripted plot events. Game designers should more rigorously engage with 
the complex, interdependent relationship between the fictive world and 
ǎǘƻǊȅ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦέ  (Salen and Zimmerman 2004) 

So, both parts should be paid attention to when designing game worlds, as well as their 

relationship. Like in the previous chapter, Wolf (2014) claims stories need worlds. 

Building believable worlds is an aspect that should not be overlooked when creating new 

fictional worlds. This is also linked to the fact that multiple stories can take place in one 

world, so a well-thought-out world can be used as a base for many stories.  

2.3 Trans media  

As the main topic of this thesis is worldbuilding, and not just game design, the concept 

of transmedia will be discussed and defined in this chapter. Many fictional worlds are 

also transmedia worlds, and some video games are part of transmedia universes, as is 

the case in OverwatchΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ really tell stories through the gameplay, 

it relies heavily in transmedia for storytelling and presenting the world in more detail to 

the audience, so it is an essential topic when discussing the game and its universe. 

According to Lars Konzack (2017), transmedia worlds are often seen in literature, in the 

genres of fantasy and sci-fi, and designing them requires worldbuilding. As an example 

of this is the popularity of the titles like Harry Potter, Star Wars, and other popular 

franchises that use transmedia. So, how has transmedia been defined in the past? One 

definition of transmedia world is by Lars Konzack (2017, p. 136) in Routledge Companion 

to Imaginary WorldsΥ ά! ǘǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ 

ƳŜŘƛŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎέΦ {ƻΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƻǊ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ 

and adding the requirement of multiple media platforms. Another transmedia definition 

as expressed by Jenkins (2006): 
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άA transmedia story unfolds across multiple media platforms, with each new 
text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole. In the ideal 
form of transmedia storytelling each medium does what it does bestτso 
that a story might be introduced in a film, expanded through television, 
ƴƻǾŜƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƛŎǎΧ9ŀŎƘ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜ ŜƴǘǊȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƭŦ-contained so you 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƭƳ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ƻǊ ǾƛŎŜ ǾŜǊǎŀΦέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎ 
2006, pp. 95-96) 

So, Jenkins is emphasizing the fact that each of the media should contribute to the whole 

and have its unique approach to the world and story.  

One notable thing about transmedia is the concept of core text (Aldred 2017), which 

means the main piece of work the other creations lean back to, for example a book that 

is later created on into a whole transmedia universe. It can be also referred to as the 

original work (Wolf 2014ύΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ¢ƻƭƪƛŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ 

into a transmedia universe, as the world created by him were adapted in movies and 

games, after his death. But his books are the original work or core text. In Overwatch 

the case is a bit different, since it has been created all at the same time, even though 

the game is the main product being sold and advertised, so the whole world is centered 

around the game. 

Another quote from Jenkins (2006) that I think is very accurate in describing the 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƭŘōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ΨǿƻǊƭŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩΥ 

ά¢ǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦέ όWŜƴƪƛƴǎ нллс, p. 21) 

And this quote is connected to the worldbuilding aspect of transmedia worlds too and 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛȄΦ L ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ΨŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΦ L 

think it connects the transmedia and worldbuilding well together in a meaningful way. 

As mentioned earlier, Wolf (2017) expressed that worldbuilding on its own is art, and 

Jenkins is adding transmedia to that claim. But as can be seen, many researches think 

that building fictional worlds can be considered as art. 

As mentioned in the earlier chapter about worldbuilding, transmedia worlds can also 

include the fans and their creations in them, which is called co-creating. One part of 

transmedia worlds are the fans and fandoms that create more content for the worlds. 
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(Konzack 2017.) Wolf (2017) also claims that the new ways of telling stories in multiple 

media platforms have allowed the stories to be told also in visual and auditory ways. 

That makes the fictional worlds more like the real world, with all kinds of different ways 

of experiencing it. hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎŜǎ ƛƴ WŜǎǎŜ {ŎƘŜƭƭΩǎ (2008) The Art of Game Design: A 

Book of lensesΣ ƛǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ [Ŝƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘέΦ IŜ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǘǊŀƴǎƳŜŘƛŀ 

worlds can be if they are done right, and how fans can immerse themselves into them. 

Other features he gives them are how they are long-lived and transform over time. He 

even claims they are future of entertainment. 

2.4 Academic fan  

In addition to researching the game for this study and collecting the data, I have been 

playing Overwatch since the release, so I know the game well. Also, for this thesis 

project, to deepen my understanding of the whole transmedia universe and not just the 

game, I watched all the short films and read the comics to get a better knowledge on 

this specific topic. Going through them gave me a better understanding of just how 

many different storylines are happening in the universe and how the heroes are in 

important roles not just in game but also in the stories. It also gave me insight in 

interpreting the data used in this thesis. 

I also want to disclose that I am a fan of both Blizzard and Overwatch. I have obviously 

done my best to discuss the subject objectively and scientifically, including criticism 

when needed, but I think it is good to know position me as a researcher for this thesis. 

But as this is nothing new in academia, there already exists a term for this kind of scholar 

and fan, used by Jenkins (2019), ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ΨŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ŦŀƴΩ ƻǊ ΨŀŎŀ-ŦŀƴΩ ŦƻǊ ǎƘƻǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 

had been coined earlier, but Jenkins has been using it and being known for it, and even 

the name of his blog, ΨConfessions of an Aca-FanΩ includes the term. He defines it as 

being part fan and part academic and wants to build a connection between these two.  

I think both playing the game, and immersing myself in the universe, as well as following 

the discussions in social media about the game gives me a good base for studying the 
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topic. There should be still critical thinking, to not get subjective and try to think about 

the topic outside of the bubble of a gamer. As Dovey and Kennedy (2007) write about 

Ƙƻǿ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ άŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘέ ŀǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǳǎŜ ŀǊŜ 

ΨŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƎŀƳŜǊǎ κ ƎŀƳŜǊ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ WŜƴƪƛƴǎ ǘŜǊƳ ŀŎŀ-

fan. They emphasize how we should notice our own preferences and background, and 

how they influence our choices, when it comes to choosing what to study and how to 

study. So with this knowledge, I attempted to see the topic also from outside the player 

perspective and conduct the study to the best of my ability. To add one more dimension 

in addition to the aca-fan aspect, I consider myself to be a game developer too. I have 

created games both as a hobby, during my studies, and also in one work project. I have 

been in multiple roles, mainly as an artist, but also as designer and programmer in some 

projects. I wish to continue creating games in the future and have gained some helpful 

insights for game development during this thesis project.  
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3 OVERWATCH 

This chapter will include information on Overwatch, the game, as well as the transmedial 

universe. First, I will explain about the game in general and after that, describe the world 

of Overwatch, what it includes and how it is presented. Lastly, the previous studies on 

the game and its world will be examined. 

3.1 Overwatch  

Overwatch is a team-based first-person shooter game developed by Blizzard 

Entertainment, which is subsidiary of Activision Blizzard. The game was released in May 

2016 for PC, Xbox and PlayStation 4. Overwatch ƛǎ .ƭƛȊȊŀǊŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƴŜǿ Lt ƛƴ мт years. The 

game is set in our world in the near-future, with sci-fi elements like robots and floating 

cars. In October 2017, after one and half years, the game had reached 35 million players, 

and has since grown (Overwatch Twitter 2017). In the time of writing this there are now 

30 heroes, Baptiste being the newest, and 20 competitive maps in the game, although 

there are more maps exclusive to arcade and other special game modes. Overwatch can 

be said to have a lot of story compared to many games in its genre, since not all 

multiplayer first-person shooter (FPS) games include many stories. New heroes and 

maps are still being added currently, in 2019, three years after the release, which makes 

Overwatch an evolving game and universe. Overwatch has to be bought in order to be 

able to play it, but the game also includes some skins and other content that one can 

either earn by playing or buy loot boxes to receive random items, so it is using two 

monetization models at the same time. 

Overwatch was born after Blizzard canceled their project called Titan, which had been 

awaited and speculated for many years by fans. In the end it was never published, but 

the team was moved to other Blizzard projects and some were left to come up with 

Overwatch. After the reveal of Overwatch, the developers have also talked about project 

Titan, and what lead them to cancel it and how Overwatch got started after that. 
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Figure 1. Overwatch base ƻƴ Ƴƻƻƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨIƻǊƛȊƻƴ [ǳƴŀǊ /ƻƭƻƴȅΩ. 

.ƭƛȊȊŀǊŘΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ Ǉƭace e.g. in high fantasy setting in Warcraft, and 

alien sci-fi world in StarCraft but this time they are basing it off the real planet Earth 

humans are living on. This has helped them to create a rich varied world, because there 

is so much content to get inspired from, and not having to invent everything from 

scratch. For example, the game has voice lines in over seven real languages from around 

the world, which they could just use straight up. However, there are also fantasy/sci-fi 

elements included, such as one of the heroes being a super-intelligent gorilla, Winston, 

who was living on a research base on the moon, which can be seen in figure 1. This is 

the Overwatch vision on how a base built on the moon could look like, with Earth 

featured in the background. 

Overwatch includes the following game modes: Quick Play, Competitive Play, Play vs. AI 

and Arcade Mode. Quick Play consist of games where you can join and leave whenever 

you want, and after one game ends you will be matched to another one. Playing in the 

Competitive Mode puts you into a game with 11 other players, matched by your skill 

rating. You will gain ranks by winning and lose them from defeat. On the other side, 

arcade has different quirky game modes, ranging from random heroes to Deathmatch, 

sometimes breaking the default rules of the game.  
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The maps have different objectives in them, such as Escort, where the attackersΩ task is 

to escort a payload to the finish line, and the defending team attempts to stop it. 

Another mode is Assault, where the goal is to capture an objective marked on the map 

by standing in an area, and for defenders to prevent it. The third mode is Control, which 

in other games is usually referred to as King of the Hill, where you need to control an 

objective until you get to 100% and stop the other team from doing that. The fourth 

map type is Hybrid, which is a mix of Assault and Escort, beginning with capturing a point 

and then escorting the payload, while defenders try to stop it.  

 

Figure 2. An advanced city in LǊŀǉΣ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀǇ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΩhŀǎƛǎΩ ƛƴ Overwatch. 

Overwatch received many awards in 2016 when it was released, for example multiple 

Game of the Year prizes, and was praised for its art style, gameplay, accessibility and 

diverse characters (Wikipedia 2018.) Jeff Kaplan, the Game Director for Overwatch, has 

summarized how in the Overwatch team "Inclusivity and open mindedness were the 

goal, diversity was the result" (Kaplan, video 1). This refers to the diverse cast of 

characters as well as maps all around the globe, for example in figure 2, there is 

.ƭƛȊȊŀǊŘΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ Ŏƛǘȅ ƛƴ LǊŀǉΣ ǿƛǘƘ flying cars and other sci-fi technology, looking 

different than the Iraq we know today. The aspect of diversity has led to the game 

receiving both praise and criticism in the media and communities, as it has been seen as 

empowering or negative, if done poorly (Campbell, 2017; Grayson, 2018). 
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The developers of the game are in the spotlight at times, for example during panels in 

.ƭƛȊȊŀǊŘΩǎ ŜǾŜƴǘ .ƭƛȊȊ/ƻƴΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎƻƳŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ conferences, such as Game 

Developers Conference (GDC)Φ WŜŦŦ YŀǇƭŀƴ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊ ǳǇŘŀǘŜΩ ǾƛŘŜƻǎ 

on the Overwatch YouTube channel, and shares the newest patch notes or new 

upcoming heroes with the community. So, the developers are not just behind the scenes 

but want to interact with fans and players and talk about their games. 

3.2 World of Overwatch  

The events of the game take place roughly in 2070. In the past there used to be a group 

called Overwatch, an international elite task force. They were formed by United Nations 

around the time a so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƻƳƴƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΩ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƘǳƳŀns and robots happened. The 

group saved the world and continued to keep peace on Earth and was loved by people. 

However, after few decades, some tensions started to rise and there was some conflict 

even inside the organization. Later on, Overwatch was shut down, with the heroes 

scattered around the world. Just before the game takes place, Overwatch was called to 

action again and reunited by Winston. (Ramos, 2017.) In the Overwatch announcement 

trailer the narrator announces: 

ά/ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘŜŜǘŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛƴƪ ƻŦ ŀƴŀǊŎƘȅΣ ŀ ƴŜǿ ƘƻǇŜ ŀǊƻǎŜΦ 
An elite international task force charged with ending the war and restoring 
liberty to all nations: Overwatch. Soldiers, scientists, adventurers, oddities. 
Guardians who secured global peace for a generation. Under its steadfast 
protection, the world recovered. And today, though its watch has ended, its 
ǎƻŀǊƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀƭǎ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ŀƴŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴΦέ όhǾŜǊǿŀǘŎƘ 
cinematic trailer 2014) 

So, as the quote above explains, there are multiple different types of characters, or 

heroes, as they are called in Overwatch universe. Each of the heroes has special skills 

that make them unique, and these skills are explained mostly with advanced technology 

but without too much detail.  
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Figure 3. Two of the characters in the menus; Mercy on the left and Genji on the right. 

Many of the game mechanics are similar to the ones in fantasy games, but they do not 

use magic, but advanced technology, though not explained in detail. For example 

healing, which is often portrayed as magic in fictional fantasy worlds, is provided by 

different gadgets and modern appliances in Overwatch.  For example, a hero called 

Mercy, seen in figure 3, Ŏŀƴ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǊ ōƻƻǎǘ ŀƭƭƛŜǎΩ ŘŀƳŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ her staff using 

advanced technology. Another example of a hero who has benefitted from technology, 

is Genji, also seen on figure 3. He is a ninja, who has had his skills improved with 

technology, making him a cyborg. Also, other things like omnics, the robots of the world, 

are more advanced that in our current world development, as there are multitude of 

omnics who can operate individually, and seem to have personalities, suggesting that 

technology AI has developed far in the Overwatch universe. 
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Figure 4. All of the Overwatch comics released to this date.  

 

Figure 5Φ !ƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǎƘƻǊǘ Ψ¢ƘŜ [ŀǎǘ .ŀǎǘƛƻƴΩΣ featuring one of the characters, Bastion. 

Overwatch uses transmedia content to provide fans more of the backstory and engage 

them with the game world and allowing them to get to know the characters better. This 

can be a way to get more people interested in and involved with the game and to give it 

a try. As of April 2019, there has been 18 official comics, as seen in figure 4, and 10 

ΨŀƴƛƳŀǘŜŘ ǎƘƻǊǘǎΩΣ ƻƴŜ of them featured in figure 5, released about the Overwatch 








































































