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Digital Playful Tourism: Meaning–making
between Place Promotion and Gamification

E S, M T*

A: This paper investigates, from a semiotic perspective, the relationship be-
tween gamification and the latest digital marketing approaches within tourism
and travel industry. First, we outline tourism as a specific form of valorisation,
that produces — and is produced — by the tourist gaze. Such valorisation,
however, changes with the semiosphere. Therefore, we link the rise of expe-
riential tourism with the ludification of culture and we investigate the role
of gamification in tourism. In the second part of the paper, we analyse three
different case studies: Airbnb, dark tourism and the Assassin’s Creed videogame
series. The analysis shows the complexity of the rhetorical and ideological
dynamics that link tourism and gamification, but also the potential that they
have in a ludified world.

K–W: Airbnb, Assassin’s Creed Tourism, Gamification, Dark Tourism.

. Introduction

Tourism has become one of the central cultural practices of our time.
The year  has set a new record of international tourist arrivals:
, billion, according to the World Tourism Organization (UNTWO).
The factors behind these all–time high numbers are many, and range
from cheap flights to online review and booking systems. If tourism is
on the rise — or at least it was until the COVID– pandemic, which
certainly put a dent in its otherwise continuous growth — so is its
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role in the global economy. In  tourism was worth an estimated
, trillion of Euros, that is, two percent of the total global GDP. The
effects of mass tourism, however, go far beyond its economic impact:
it is a highly semiotic practice which strongly influences the meaning
and perception of the cities and places involved, both for the tourists
and for their inhabitants.

In this context, a specific strategy of valorisations is gaining rele-
vance and importance: gamification. In this paper, we aim to iden-
tify and engage with the ludic evolution of touristic practices and
discourses, and offer an overview of how innovative forms of digital
marketing exploit the interstitial intertextuality typical of convergent
culture ( Jenkins ) and the playful elements of gamification (Hamari
) to valorise touristic destinations. The latter are no longer pro-
moted only by the traditional actors and textual types that used to be
responsible for the official marketing discourses, but they are increas-
ingly becoming intertwined in larger dynamics of valorisation that
make use of digital texts and gamified techniques. In order to high-
light the variety of these strategies of touristic promotion, we propose
an exploration of some relevant cases. While different in nature, all
these examples involve (explicitly or implicitly) the implementation
of gamification mechanisms. This overview, then, has the objective of
investigating their specificities, while showcasing their commonalities
and their pertinence to the same cultural phenomenon.

.. The Tourist Gaze: for a Semiotics of Tourism

Travelling is a necessary element for every touristic practice, but from a
semiotic perspective tourism is, first and foremost, a form of valorisation.
While it is obviously possible to travel for an assortment of reasons,
tourism is strongly rooted in specific structures of values: places, monu-
ments, buildings and events become touristic by undergoing some ludic
and utopian valorisations (Floch ). Tourism, in fact, is essentially a
discursive phenomenon, based on a variety of tourist–making operations
that aim at constructing a certain object of value (Finocchi ). From
this perspective, the “touristicity” of a certain place is not given a priori,

. See https://www.theguardian.com/news//jul//global-tourism-hits-recor
d-highs-but-who-goes-where-on-holiday.
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but it emerges from the semiotic processes activated by a plethora of
textualities focusing on a specific place and conferring to it a specific
touristic value (Bruccoleri, , p. ).

Places become touristic after undergoing two different forms of
manipulation. First, a material manipulation. The place itself must be
modified and reshaped, adapted to the logistic and semiotic needs
of the tourists, hijacked and redirected to respond to their desires.
Second, a semiotic manipulation. Semiotic work is needed to modify
the meaning of the places within the semiosphere: transforming Ellis
Island from New York’s immigration inspection station to a museum
capable of attracting millions of visitors every year requires a radical re-
semantisation and involves a deep reshaping of all the communication
around the site.

The beneficiary of these manipulations is a specific kind of actant
observer: the tourist. According to Volli (), the tourist is profoundly
different from other urban observers — such as the flaneur studied
by Benjamin (). While the latter weaves a relationship with the
city by walking through it carelessly, the tourist demands to have fun.
They are looking for a diversion, in both the meanings of the word: a
distraction and a detour.

The touristic valorisations are always intertextual in nature. Accord-
ing to Volli (), increasing the significance of a place in the eyes of
tourists requires to insert them in a hypertextual net made up of “captions,
plaques, guides, books, maps, information requested from other people,
urbanistic clues and other audio–visual devices of assistance” (Volli ,
p. , our translation). This overabundance of textualities causes the
tourist to be “cross–eyed”, always with an eye on their surroundings
and another on the tourist guide or on the phone.

The gaze of this cross–eyed actant observer has some specific
features. First of all, it is always a collective gaze. Regardless if it is
embodied by a group of tourists or a single one, it is grounded in
a collective sensibility through which the tourists will evaluate and
judge what they see around them in ways that are necessarily different
from those of the locals.

Secondly, this gaze is not inconsequential. The identity of the
buildings and the objects involved in touristic practices is transformed
by it in a radical and irreversible way: «Liturgical objects become
works of art, buildings of power are transformed into monuments,
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nature takes on the meaning of a giant zoo; places and things are
textualized, thanks to the overlapping of various kinds of captions»
(Volli , p. , our translation). Places that become suitable touristic
destinations lose, unavoidably, part of their original meaning.

The tourist gaze, while stable in its constitutive structure, changes
and develops over time, following the dynamics of the semiospheres,
subject to fashions and trends, influenced by the evolution of technol-
ogy. Not surprisingly, then, the advent of digitalization has radically
transformed the traditional roles of producers and consumers of
tourism. The evolution of media technologies had a profound impact
on tourism, shifting its places of representation and promotion and
dramatically reshaping the whole tourist cycle experience.

From the perspective of Greimas’ Canonical Narrative Scheme, each
step of the touristic trip has been profoundly affected. In the phase
of the qualification of the subject, before traveling, the tourists will
be influenced in their wanting–to–do (hike, sightsee, swim, relax,
ecc.) and wanting–to–be (bronzed, healthy, cool, drunk, ecc.) from
what they see online. Social networks provide an infinite amount
of role models (the so–called “influencers”) and of targeted ads that
manipulate the tourists, assisting and persuading them while they
decide their destinations and activities. Similarly, many resources are
available to the tourists for acquiring competences: websites and wikis
that explain the main attractions, lists of the top ten landmarks to visit,
user reviews of restaurants and museums and so on and so forth.

During the trip, in the phase of the performance, the visitors are
enabled by mobile technologies to share their experiences in real
time. They can represent their trip — and themselves — according to
current taste in social media. At the same time, they are immersed in
an hypertextual net made of online tourist guides, encyclopaedias and
all sort of resources to support their cross–eyed visiting experience.

Lastly, after the trip, in the phase of the sanction, the tour will be
evaluated both by the social media followers of the tourists, with their
reactions and comments to the images and stories shared during the trip,
and by the tourists themselves, which will leave reviews on specialized
web platforms and Social Networking Services (SNSs). These reviews,
in time, will affect future visitors in their choices and expectations.

This brief analysis shows how the intermediation of web–based
platforms entails major transformations throughout all the process
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of touristic valorisation. As stressed above, in the current digital sce-
nario, places and sites are no longer promoted only by the traditional
agencies responsible for official marketing discourses, but are part
of larger dynamics of valorisation that are, in a way “democratized”
and involve directly tourists and other stakeholders. The marketing
discourse, then, appears distributed among travel industry and con-
sumers, creating a meaning effect according to which the touristic
experience is “co–created”, and the consumers become prosumers.

This shift has several lasting effects. First, the multiplication of
voices and gazes has increasingly become a way to ensure the “au-
thenticity” of a specific tourist destination. For a discourse around a
specific place to feel authentic, then, it must be shared outside of the
industry and it must involve the travellers themselves. The latter have
become the guardians, the warrants of the veridicality of touristic
discourses, thanks to their new role unlocked by digital platforms and
SNSs.

Second, experience–based tourism has increasingly been perceived
as more valuable than traditional forms of tourism based on sightsee-
ing. According to Larsen (), the “experience” refers to a defined
personal travel event that has entered in the long–term memory and
it is generally supported by a strong emotional impact. In order to
design memorable and emotional experiences the tourism industry
has recently turned its attention to games and gamification.

. Playful and Gamified Tourism

Tourism is a practice profoundly influenced by its cultural context.
Today, tourism is one of the many phenomena influenced by the
ludicisation of culture, i.e. the cultural trend that sees games, toys and
play become more and more central in our semiosphere (Bonenfant
and Genvo ). Starting probably from the Enlightenment, play
has been acquiring an increasingly central position within the semio-
sphere, also thanks to the commercial success of digital games starting
from the s. This new centrality of play in the semiosphere en-
tails a growth in its modelling ability, with repercussion on both its
descriptive and prescriptive features. On the one hand, its descriptive
qualities transform play and games in overreaching metaphors of life,
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capable of guiding our interpretations of everyday events (Idone Cas-
sone ). On the other hand, the prescriptive features of ludicisation
give birth to the idea that games mechanics should be implemented
also outside of play, in order to make other activities more engag-
ing and immersive: this is the core idea of gamification (Huotari and
Hamari ).

The effects of the ludicisation of culture on tourism, then, are
twofold. Firstly, the prestige of games makes them capable to ori-
ent the touristic valorisations: places that are strongly related to
videogames are then capable of attracting tourists. Secondly, tourism
itself is increasingly gamified: traveling acquires playful or gameful
characteristics in order to become more attractive. The gamification
of tourism also affects the discourses, texts and platforms around it.
Touristic services that at a first glance might appear not gamified
are in fact deeply affected by ludification and exploit this cultural
change in their transition to digital marketing techniques.

.. Experiential Tourism and Play

Before engaging some actual examples of gamification and tourism,
we will explore the concept of experiential tourism and its relationship
with play. As we have mentioned, touristic practices and discourses
have greatly changed in the last decade. Web–based services and
low–cost flights have enlarged the basis of possible travellers and
lowered its costs, while, at the same time, redirecting tourism in cities
and urban areas, which in turn are reshaped according to the new
forms of touristic consumption.

On the other hand, while conflict and terrorism diminish the num-
ber of available destinations, touristic cities fight fiercely to advertise
themselves and gain a larger share of international tourists. To this
end, city councils encourage the creation and spreading of touristic
valorisation regarding their city. This task is generally undertaken by
professionals, but also by designing affordances for informal advertis-
ing. Travellers are a marketing resource, and cities try to encourage
them to create texts participating in their touristic valorisation by
offering selfie opportunities, engineering shots to share, suggesting
hashtags and so on.
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What touristic sites need to offer, however, is also changed. Land-
marks and museums are not enough to attract the postmodern
globalized tourist, which is looking, instead, for an experience.

The touristic city, therefore, is not represented as a collection of
cultural heritage sites, of gastronomical attractions or of beautiful
views, but as a place of experience. According to Ortoleva (), this
representation of the city is stronger for visitors than for locals. The
experiential dimension emerges more clearly when meeting with
the unknown and the unusual — journeys and travels are moments
in which we tend to interpret and reconstruct our experiences in a
narrative, so much that today it is possible to describe travelling as a
form of life (Fontanille ).

The ease to communicate with locals given by the popularisation of
conversational English and by services that socialize aspects of tourism
that before were quite impersonal (uber, couch surfing, and so on)
have reinforced, especially in the youth, that visiting a city means
living the city. This valorisation escapes traditional tourist destinations
and is extended to all the global cities (Ortoleva ; Sassen ) that,
more and more, become capable of attracting tourists.

According to Ortoleva (), this new form of valorisation is, at
the same time, holistic (built on a wide set of perceptions of the
touristic city), sociocentric (articulated around an idea of sociality)
and experiential. The possible experiences to live in a touristic city
are, of course, many and follow many different values and lifestyles.
Nevertheless, the narrative dimension of the tour is more and more
frequently accompanied by a second dimension, related to play. Due
to its aspectual dimensions, that require players to focus on the instant
(Thibault ), playfulness is a particularly useful tool to create memo-
rable experiences. Its separation from ordinary life, that makes of it an
“oasis of happiness” (Fink ), makes of play a perfect diversion and
therefore an increasingly common component of touristic activities.

.. Gamification of Tourism between Ludus and Paidia

Gamification is generally defined as the attempt to create playful or
gameful experiences outside the traditional boundaries of play. The
concept, nowadays more than a decade old, had a huge success in
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several sectors (marketing, computer science, education, health and
many others), among which tourism itself.

In  WTM predicted that gamification would become a popular
trend for tourism. Since then, the academic interest on gamification
and tourism has mostly focused on how gamification could influence
consumer behaviour (Sigala ; Xu et al. ; Corrêaa and Kitanoa
). Many studies stressed how gamification of tourism leads to
a co–created experience of the place and, as a consequence, how it
reduces the difference between the roles of consumers and producers
(Vargo et al. ; Neuhofer et al. ; Ye et al. ).

While the number of studies addressing on gamification in the tour-
ism industry is still limited, a recent literature review (Pasca et al. )
underlines positive results in the implementation of gamification in the
various phases of travel, claiming that it is capable of informing users,
making them more involved and participates in the co–creation of value.

These studies have the merit to have systematised the best practices
of gamification in tourism industry. Nevertheless, they mostly focus
on a quite narrow idea of gamification, based on the implementation
of game rules to touristic activities. An approach that uses gamification
as a lens through which to comprehend the recent transformation in
tourism discourse, on the other hand, should enlarge its scope and
take into consideration all the kinds of contaminations with play that
are part of the current touristic practices.

In order to do so, it can be useful to start from the articulation of ludus
and paidia proposed by Roger Caillois in his seminal work on play ().
The French sociologist identifies two polarities within the spectrum
of playful activities. On the one side, there is ludus: a form of play that
tends to be more strictly regulated, easy to define and to structure and
whose activities are often institutionalised. We can think of the sports in
the modern Olympics, in which every rule is clearly stated, and every
object used corresponds to precise measurements. On the other side,
we have paidia which comprehends more chaotic and creative forms of
play. Rules are created along the play and can be very well ditched at a
certain point. These practices are harder to name and to define, as every
play session will be different from the others.

The concepts of ludus and paidia remind us that gamification is
more than just implementing systems of rules, but that it encom-
passes a wide spectrum of strategies that can be put into place to
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evoke playful or gameful response from the users of a certain service.
Such articulation also allows us to go beyond the mere description of
gamified tools for consumer engagement and business benefits.

Gamification, if considered as an effect of the increased modelling
ability of play due to the ludicisation of culture, can be contextualised
in a larger cultural trend that, encountering digitalisation and the rise
of experiential tourism, reshapes contemporary touristic practices.

To give some practical examples, gamification of tourism can take
many shapes. Some gamification projects put in place some reward
systems, in which players can accumulate points for visiting certain
spaces or answering to quizzes until a winner or as highest score is
proclaimed. It is the case, for example of Capture the Museum, a mobile
game played in the National Museum Scotland.

Gamification of tourism can also take the form of a treasure hunt.
Games such as geocaching — a –years old global game in which
outdoor participants use GPS to hide and seek containers, called
“geocaches” — can become both a reason for traveling (e.g. following
a specific cache around the world, or travelling somewhere far away
in order to hide it) and an outdoor activity to bring about during your
travels (e.g. looking for a cache during a Paris vacation).

Similarly, location–based games can also become a playful addition
to touristic travels. Some of these games create activities thought
exactly for tourists: in  Pokémon Go, partnering with the United
Nations World Tourism Organization, created a special event called
the Pokemon Go World Tourism Day. During the event, the game im-
plemented a series of special mechanics that rewarded players that
where visiting new cities.

Museums are increasingly making use of gamified applications
to guide tourists in their visits. These applications often make use
of several gamification techniques (quizzes, scan QR codes, selfies)
to make the museum experience unique. And, if play might seem
something that doesn’t fit a museum (traditionally a “serious” place),
it is gaining a foothold also in the most august organisations, such as
the British Museum.

. See http://capturethemuseum.com/.
. See https://medium.com/@anitajoan/gamification-of-the-museum-experience-u

x-case-study-dfdc.

http://capturethemuseum.com/
https://medium.com/@anitajoan/gamification-of-the-museum-experience-ux-case-study-2309d5fd16c3
https://medium.com/@anitajoan/gamification-of-the-museum-experience-ux-case-study-2309d5fd16c3
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Finally, there are many kinds of playful activities that are capa-
ble to attract tourists to specific places. Theme parks have been
ground–breaking, in this respect, but also more recent phenome-
na, such as that of escape rooms have been able to attract a considerable
number of tourists (Kolar ).

.. As an Introduction to the Case Study

The relationships between gamification and tourism are multi–faceted
and multi–layered. In order to shed some light on the possible ways in
which ludic valorisations can be implemented in touristic discourses
and practices, the second part of our paper will focus closely on some
specific forms of “contamination” between these two spheres, with a
particular attention on the digital platforms and devices that surround
them.

More specifically, we have decided to look at the “implicit” gamifi-
cation strategies implemented in the Airbnb platform, at the playful
character of the so–called Dark Tourism, and at the complex and
bi–directional relationships between videogames and tourism. These
three cases present several differences about the typology of touristic
services involved and about the playful elements upon which they
are built. This will help us drawing a picture of gamified tourism that
touches different fields of application and strategies of valorisation.

In order to engage with our examples, aligned with the framework
of semiotics of culture, we propose a specific “focus on the systemic
and contextual relationships through which meaning is bestowed”
(Lorusso , p. ). More than proposing some specific textual anal-
ysis, we decided to focus on the choices of pertinentization linked
to these practices, in the attempt to draw a map that reflects the
complexity of the topic and purposes some reading pathway thought
them. This should allow us to highlight some specific textual features
and to shed light on on how the experiential and digital character
of contemporary touristic practices interacts with the ludification of
culture.
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. Gamifying Airbnb

The emergence of innovative web–based business models within the
so–called sharing economy has transformed the travel industry. Much
has been said about how Airbnb has disrupted the hotel industry by
facilitating individuals (“hosts”) to rent out their primary or secondary
residences as lodging for travellers (“guests”) and by so doing extract
value from underused assets (Guttentag ).

Airbnb describes itself as “a trusted community marketplace for
people to list, discover, and book unique accommodations around
the world” (Airbnb ). Regardless of the services offered (room,
apartment, experiences, humanitarian service, ecc.) and of the magni-
tude of growth experienced by this venture, all the Airbnb narratives
have been relying upon the shift from goods to experience. With catch-
phrases like “live like a local” and “Belong everywhere”, the firm
constructed narratives that “invited the tourists to take the role of
reflexive citizens and contribute to build strong communities and
good neighborhoods” (Gyimóthy ).

The impact of Airbnb on local communities, however, can be extreme-
ly strong. Different multidisciplinary perspectives have underscored how,
through a community–based narrative, the presence of Airbnb contrib-
utes to foster gentrification and segregation processes in touristic cities
(Sans and Quaglieri ). On the other hand, Airbnb has also been
accused to cause a “disneyfication effect”, that is the transformation of
the cities into consumption citadels (Törnberg ).

If “disneyfication” refers explicitly to the transformation of cities
in playful, but shallow, environments (by stressing out, though, the
negative impacts of that on local populations), gamification can
be used further as an analytic lens to scrutinize Airbnb narratives.
Looking beyond the obvious “funaware” design of Airbnb platform,
the continuous tension between paidia and ludus allows to display
that interstice between locals and tourist life at stake within Airbnb
discursive mechanism.

Starting from the reversible relation between host and guest (based
upon the so–called “peer to peer” production model) these two lu-
dification concepts helps to shed some light on how the experiential

. See https://news.airbnb.com/about-us/.

https://news.airbnb.com/about-us/
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component merely anchored to system of rules is not so different
from traditional hotel industry dynamics.

The fact that, according to Airbnb narrative, the host is allegedly a
non–professional (of hospitality industry) and the guest a “non–con-
ventional tourist” suggests the predominance of a paidia–based ori-
entation, based on spontaneity and improvisation. Nevertheless, the
platform intermediation and its strict normalization of such relation,
based on terms and conditions, bring up a severe subordination to
rules.

Moreover, such tension operates in spatial relations too. On one
hand, the Airbnb domestic setting, as displayed by the platform image
apparatus, is depicted as varied and “authentic”, in no way standard-
ized. On the other hand, there has been a proliferation of web–guides
describing in detail how to create a perfect, “authentic” home expe-
rience. These texts indicate which amenities and which furniture
are supposed to be essential to address the guests’ expectations, and
therefore advocate for an (allegedly) “universal” and homologating
home setting aesthetic.

Scaling from domestic setting to urban scenarios, Airbnb dis-
course also focuses on a larger scale. The guide “Neighbourhoods”
— deemed by Airbnb’s CEO Brian Chesky “the definitive guide
to experiencing neighbourhoods” — claims to take visitors off the
beaten tracks. Nevertheless, mapping the presence of Airbnb in city
neighbours shows how the wide spreading of rental apartments
out of the traditional tourist areas fuels a thematization processes
(Roelofsen and Minca ; Guttentag ). Again, what is pres-
ented as playful and informal, has its roots in yet another system of
rules and of control of tourist flows.

This multilayer tension uncovers different dimensions of either
domestic or urban space valorisation and promotion. The picture
of Airbnb that emerges is a contradictory one. On the one hand,
the brand advocates for ludic and utopic valorisations, often giving
them an aura of playful informality, while, on the other hand, the
system proposed enforces critical and practical valorisations (price
range, accessibility ecc.), while, at the same time, operating a stan-
dardisation of the touristic experience. This contradiction exists
only on the level of communication: while Airbnb makes use of
gamification to appeal to the market of experiential tourism, its busi-
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ness model puts it in constant dialogue with traditional marketing
channels and operators.

. Dark Tours

The popularity of the HBO TV show Chernobyl has brought wider
audience’ attention to the phenomenon of dark tourism. Originally
proposed to academic audience in  in the “International Journal of
Heritage Studies”, such concept has been defined by scholars as “the
presentation and consumption (by visitors) of real and commodified
death and disaster sites” (Foley and Lennon , p. ). Since then,
multidisciplinary approaches have focused on different aspects of
the practice, such as the supply dimension, visitors’ motivations and
ethical issues. In most cases, the focus of the academic interest has
been on the description and definition of which sites and places qualify
to be considered part of dark tourism.

Only in the most recent approaches and definitions (Light ) the
focus started shifting from the place to include also tours and walks as
sub–forms of dark tourism. The latter, then, is not defined solely by the
location, but more importantly by its experiential dimension. Practices
such as “disaster tourism” (Robbin ), “favela tourism” (Robb
, p. ), “nuclear tourism” (Gusterson ) implicate a dramatic
emotional involvement between the visitor and the attraction, which
goes beyond any sightseeing experience. Despite their differences,
hence, the common point of any practice of dark tourism is the
presence of a strong and tragic experiential dimension, often joined
by a certain degree of risk. Dark tours feature in their description the
isotopies of risk and danger (the “dark” elements), which are spatially
figurativised as an “out of the tour”.

Online, dark tours are presented as liminal safe spaces, surrounded
by a dangerous “dark” element: in any time, the safe space could
be invaded by violence, crime or pollution. This is the key factor
building the experiential component of such tours: the tourists want
to be close to danger, while, at the same time, be fundamentally safe.
There is an obvious component of pretend–play, in such experiences, in
which the tourists imagine that the tragedy could happen, while being
(almost) sure that it won’t — a conduct that is very similar to Lotman’s
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definition of playful behaviour, that he sees as the compresence of a
conventional behaviour (some form of make–believe) and a practical
one (being aware that it is only pretending).

At any rate, today, a growing number of online travel agencies
offer tours and touristic experiences that put the visitors in direct
connection with risk, pain, danger, and poverty. If this might seem
to raise some ethical issues, in most cases, operators insist that such
packages will have positive benefits on the communities involved,
promoting the image of the places and guarantying economic impacts
in especially vulnerable communities.

Favela tours, for example, have become an increasingly popular at-
traction for tourists visiting Brazilian megalopolises. Often promoted
as “community tourism” (touristic services run by local communities),
in these tours local agencies offer guidance in the most well–known
shanty towns, such as Rocinha or Santa Marta (in Rio de Janeiro).
In the online channels that commercialize the experience, the risk
is mentioned as a possibility — “tour can be dangerous” — and fig-
urativised as a threatening presence just outside the border of tour
spatiality. The tourist should now wander alone, a guide is needed to
ensure their safety: “If you were not to have a guide, you would get
lost. There are only three accessible streets and everything else is a
‘beco’ or small alleyway. It is very easy to get lost as these pathways
are like labyrinths or mazes”.

Poverty and the threat of violence are not the only risk commercial-
ised by dark tours: as we mentioned, radiation and nuclear fallout are
also popular. CHERNOBYLwel, for example, is an online tour opera-
tor which organizes tailored private tours in the Chernobyl exclusion
zone and in the ghost city of Pripyat, Ukraine. As easily expected, a
section of the dedicated website is devoted to safety concerns. In the
FAQ, the answer to the question “is visiting Chernobyl dangerous?”
is a clear “yes”. Such statement, however, is immediately nuanced
by specifying that “The level of radiation is high only in some places
of Chernobyl zone. Those places are avoided during the Chernobyl
tour”. The danger is thus depicted as a sort of ghostly presence,
roaming at the brink of the tour in a close “outsideness”.

. See http://www.favelatour.org/.
. See https://www.chernobylwel.com.

http://www.favelatour.org/
https://www.chernobylwel.com
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Not only the tour is a space of safety surrounded by peril and toxic-
ity, but also the temporal discourse dimension is involved in the tour
description. If it is not safe to digress the tour(ism) spatiality, neither is
it to infringe the tour(ism) temporality: “During your Chernobyl trip,
you will be shown such places, however, you will not stay there very
long”.

According to Thibault’s reading of Lotman’s approach to play: “(play)
thus is a fundamental phenomenon for humans and animals as it creates
a “sandbox” in which it is possible to perform safely the activity of
modelling reality that can be stopped and repeated at any time” (Thibault
, p. ). Within dark tourism experiences, the sandbox, as a space of
performance and simulation, might be also reinforced by a specific dress
code. In the case of Chernobyl private tours, the tourists are provided
with a free respirator at the entrance, even if the official site safety rules
do not mention it as a mandatory requirement.

In both favelas and Chernobyl tours (like many other experiences
of dark tourism), the tourists might be considered as players, who
oscillate between two different worlds. On the one side, the touristic
semiosphere, where the tourist is supposed to stay safe, and, on the
other side, the dark “real world” (which may stand for disaster, poverty
or crime), dwelled by local population, or by the memory of those
affected by tragic events in the past.

Thanks to their experiential component and to a dose of pre-
tend–play, dark tours work as the ultimate digital marketing strat-
egy for marketing locations that otherwise would never be visited by
tourists. The digital element relies upon both the full online commer-
cialization of such tours, necessary for a market that is both a niche
and globalized. At the same time, the success of such tours can be
understood only in a context of transmedia narratives and intertextu-
ality. HBO series dedicated to the Chernobyl disaster brought about a
tourism boom, with a rise up to % in trip bookings. Similarly, a
Netflix series dedicated to the life of Pablo Escobar has been followed
by a proliferation of tours dedicated to the Medellin cartel.

Dark tours, therefore, are not only playful because the partially
pretend nature of the risks they stage, but also because of the inter-

. See https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-chernobyl-tourism/hbo-show-s
uccess-drives-chernobyl-tourism-boom-idUSKCNTMF.

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-chernobyl-tourism/hbo-show-success-drives-chernobyl-tourism-boom-idUSKCN1T51MF
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-chernobyl-tourism/hbo-show-success-drives-chernobyl-tourism-boom-idUSKCN1T51MF
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textual relations they weave with fiction, of the promise to visit an
otherness that is not only “dark”, but also feels like a fictional world.
An otherness that allows tourists to escape everyday life and feel like
they were in their favourite TV series.

. Videogame Tourism

The relationship between tourism and videogames is twofold. On
the one hand, we have games that are meant to support touristic
activities, while on the other we have games that are touristic places
in themselves.

Videogames that support touristic activities are not the same thing
with gamified apps. We are not discussing system that attempt to
make the tour more gameful, but full–fledged games that have some
direct relationship with tourism. It is the case, for example, of Father
and Son, a mobile game developed by Tuo Museo and produced
by the National Archaeological Museum of Naples. The game tells
the fictional story of the adult son of a recently deceased curator of
the museum. In the attempt to reconnect with his father, the main
character wanders through the museum and the player experiences
scenes from the life of people from Ancient Egypt, Pompeii, and
Naples in the s. While the game can be downloaded for free and
played anywhere, some special content can be played only if the player
is physically present in the museum of Naples itself. Father and Son
uses two strategies of valorisation: on the one hand, it uses the game to
characterise the museums as an interesting place, at the intersections
of many narratives, on the other hand, it integrates the museum in its
game mechanics, unlocking new content to reward players that go
play in the museum itself. A similar case, on a larger territorial scale,
is the strategy game Mi Rasna by Entertainment Game Apps, which is
dedicated to the Etruscan culture and supports geolocation in several
museums in central Italy.

. Efforts of using videogames as a mean to promote tourist engagement are some-
times coordinated and explored in specific events, such as the IVPRO days, organized by
the Italian Videogame Program since  and dedicated to “Videogames, territory and
heritage”.
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As we have mentioned, however, there are also videogames that
are touristic places themselves. Not only many games form isotopies
with tourism (like letting the players drive a tourist bus in Tourist Bus
Simulator) or include famous landmarks in their gameplay (like in the
Age of Empires series), but many games feature virtual spaces that can
be valorised and used in touristic ways. In open–world games known
for their eye–candy aesthetics, such as The Elder Scrolls: Skyrim, players
often disregard their missions, to wander in the virtual world of the
game (Salmond and Salmond ). Like in the real world, also in
videogames the touristic valorisations can also alter the spaces itself:
hundreds of modifications created by the players themselves allow
to change the appearance of the world of Skyrim to make it more
appealing (Hong ).

.. Assassin’s Creed

Some games are able to propose both virtual spaces to visit in a
touristic way and to be at the centre of touristic valorisations of real
places. An interesting example is the videogame series Assassin’s Creed
(Ubisoft –present) famous for its digitally complex reproductions
of ancient cities. In the games of the series, the players have the chance
to visit (digitally) many important historical cities at the height of their
splendour: Jerusalem after the first crusade, Venice in the Renaissance,
Paris during the Revolution and so on and so forth.

In order to understand the relationships of these games with tour-
ism, it will be useful to present a brief analysis of how they represent
history and cultural heritage. The “HGR framework”, which supports
investigations into the history–game relationships, delineates three
orders of translations that are involved in any game with historical
setting (Idone Cassone and Thibault ).

First of all, we have a perspectival translation. Historical games
select elements, dynamics and narratives according to a specific point
of view. In Assassin’s Creed, history is represented mainly as a set of
monuments and historical figures. The players in the game will have
the opportunity to “meet” Alessandro Borgia or Mehmet the II and
to “visit” Castel Sant’Angelo and the Topkapi.

Then we have a digital translation: these elements are transformed
in a program, a virtual simulation that actualises them in the game.



 Elsa Soro, Mattia Thibault

From this perspective, Assassin’s Creed puts an enormous effort in re-
constructing visually stunning and historically accurate scenarios. This
does not mean that the games represent a scenery that is completely
faithful to the historical truth, of course. Compared to most other games
with an historical setting, however, the details and the attention put into
recreating ancient monuments are enough to produce a strong meaning
effect of authenticity — at least for their model players.

Finally, we have a ludic translation: the digital world is filled with
rules, missions, conditions of victory and of defeat, game mechanics.
The most important game mechanic of Assassin’s Creed regards the
way in which the players can move through its virtual cities: climb on
the buildings and move on the roofs in a parkour–like way. This allows
players to have a direct interaction with the monuments represented
in the game (climbing and exploring them) and to have a feeling of
mastery over the virtual city. The spaces represented in the game,
therefore, are created to afford such mechanics. The historical cities
will be shaped and structured in a way that privileges parkour and
offers eye–candy views on the virtual monuments to the players.

From this very brief analysis, three main characteristics emerge:

. a representation of cultural heritage based on monuments;
. a virtual environment aiming at aesthetic pleasure and at an

effect of historic authenticity;
. a gameplay centred on moving acrobatically through the city.

It is easy to understand how these characteristics contribute to a
positive valorisation of the cities represented in the games. Players
engaged with these titles experience a monumental, aesthetically
pleasing virtual version of the city — over which they acquire some
degree of mastery — and therefore a feeling of belonging.

It is not surprising, then, that Assassin’s Creed games gave birth to
real–life touristic practices, in which players visit the cities featured
in the games. Seen the relevance of the phenomenon several online
services started to offer guided “Assassin’s Creed Tours” in Venice,
Florence, Paris, Rome, London, Istanbul and many other cities. The

. Wikivoyage contains an up–to–date list of all the cities portrayed in the game and the
monuments to visit on each. See https://en.wikivoyage.org/wiki/Assassin’s_Creed_Tour.

https://en.wikivoyage.org/wiki/Assassin's_Creed_Tour
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games become then a valorisation of the city strong enough to justify
a touristic trip, that in some cases can touch more than one city and
requires a huge investment: it is the case of the “Assassin’s Creed
Pilgrimage”, in which a tourist visited all the cities of the second title
of the series (Rome, Florence, Monteriggioni, Siena, Forlì, Venice and
Istanbul) confronting the cities with the games and publishing a series
of videos on YouTube.

In all these cases the gaming experience is described as the basis
for an intimate relationship with the city, so that the touristic practices
will end up being a sort of re–discovery of something that the players
have already experienced. The gamer become a tourist that has already
all the competences needed to explore the city — so much that the
website Tootlafrance, advertising an “Assassin’s Creed Tour of Paris”
states: “Think you know Paris? Ask someone who plays Assassin’s
Creed” — the actual travel is therefore only the natural conclusion
of a process that has already started with the game.

Ubisoft, producer of the games, must have noticed the touristic
appeal of its games, because in its two last titles (Odyssey and Ori-
gins) it implemented a particular game mode called “Discovery Tour”
(Politopoulos et al. ). In this mode, the players do not have the
usual objectives or enemies, but can simply navigate the city as tour-
ists, discovering beautiful reconstructions of Ancient Athens, Giza,
Memphis, and so on. Touristic guides are integrated into the game:
they explain the history of the buildings and of the city, and guide
the players through their visit. Nevertheless, the game still allows
players to climb onto the buildings and move on the roofs of the city
in a parkour–like way, therefore encouraging a use of the city that
is inherently playful and a relationship with it that is of mastery and
belonging.

Assassin’s Creed, then, is able both to induce touristic travels and to
host in–game touristic practices. The precision of its reconstructions
of cultural heritage — or at least its perception — has even been
indicated as a possible resource even for their conservation. Soon after

. Available at youtube.com/playlist?list=PLi\T\textendashzZvYLWNcnxrWZ
WQGBVBuGOsPnE.

. See http://www.tootlafrance.ie/travel/assassins%E%%creed%E%%tou
r%E%%of%E%%paris.

youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3i\T1\textendash zZvY3LWNcnxrWZWQGBVB8uGOs8PnE
youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3i\T1\textendash zZvY3LWNcnxrWZWQGBVB8uGOs8PnE
http://www.tootlafrance.ie/travel/assassins%E2%80%93creed%E2%80%93tour%E2%80%93of%E2%80%93paris
http://www.tootlafrance.ie/travel/assassins%E2%80%93creed%E2%80%93tour%E2%80%93of%E2%80%93paris
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the tragic fire that consumed the roof of Notre Dame, in Paris, some
reputable newspapers among which “Business Insider” suggested
(provocatively?) to use the detailed version of the Church present in
the game as a model for the reconstruction efforts.

. Discussion and Conclusions

In our overview, we have outlined several strategies of valorisation
based on playfulness and games. First of all, some discourses are ori-
ented to creating an effect of meaning that characterises as playful
and informal processes and services that are, in fact, normative and
homologising. It is the case of Airbnb, that hides the its rooting in
traditional touristic channels under a paidia–oriented gamified narra-
tive. But it is also the case, in a certain measure, of dark tourism, that
while adhering to all the safety measures typical of the industry, uses
pretend–play to foreground the “dangerousness” of its tours.

Second, several devices insert the touristic experience in a fictional
narrative, either via intertextual links to existing works or by creating
a new one. It is the case of the links between dark tourism and popular
TV fiction (such as the Chernobyl and Narcos series), of Assassin’s Creed
tours and the homonymous videogame series, and of games like
Father and Son.

Third, some game mechanics are used to create a sense of com-
petence in the tourists. Exploring diligently virtual cities in Assassin’s
Creed generates a sense of familiarity — and belonging — in the
players that will be experienced when visiting their real counterpart.

Fourth, different forms of pretend–play can be used to foster expe-
riential tourism. Pretending to be in danger while in a dark tour or
imagining oneself climbing over San Marco’s bell tower in Venice are
both examples of this valorisation.

Fifth, the physical location of the players in a touristic site can
become an element of the gameplay. It is the case of Mi Rasna and
Father and Son, where the geolocated position of their user influences
the experience of the game.

. See https://www.businessinsider.com/notre-dame-cathedral-assassins-creed
--?IR=T.

https://www.businessinsider.com/notre-dame-cathedral-assassins-creed-2019-4?IR=T
https://www.businessinsider.com/notre-dame-cathedral-assassins-creed-2019-4?IR=T


Digital Playful Tourism 

A larger set of case studies is likely to make emerge a longer list of
valorisation strategies. Play is a protean activity and gamification can
take many forms. Nevertheless, this analysis should highlight at least
some of the main mechanisms of integration between gamification
and tourism.

In conclusion, the different case studies analysed in the paper seem
at least to confirm the importance of the relationship between tourism
and gamification in current times. Both tourism and gamification are
guided by the same craving for experiences that seems to charac-
terise the denizens of a liquid world (Bauman ). Both respond to
this craving with their own strategies of valorisation, resemantising
the places and the objects of everyday life, adding to them new lay-
ers of meaning in order to make them shiny and memorable. Not
surprisingly, then, these two phenomena give rise to many possible
synergies, many of which are already been exploited by professionals
and companies to promote and sell both touristic services and games.
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