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INTRODUCTION

Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) is a collaborative fantasy tabletop role-playing game (TTRPG)
which has garnered a significant following since the original edition’s release in 1974. The
game involves a group of people who each play an in-game character, or player-character
(PC), and a Dungeon Master (DM) who acts both as a referee and the provider of critical
information about the game world. The PCs navigate a fantasy setting together, completing
quests, slaying — or perhaps befriending — dragons, and generally making choices that
tangibly affect the game world. The DM narrates the world to the players as they move
through it, as well as directly interacting with them by playing their own side characters.
Together, the players and the DM collaboratively tell a story of their characters and their
adventures as they navigate and influence the game-world (Bowman 2010; Fine 1983;
Hollander 2021; Waskul 2006).

D&D is now more popular than ever, and players are increasingly integrating a range of
online and digital tools into their D&D experience (Scriven 2021). Some of these tools are
used to facilitate hybridised play, i.e., by rolling virtual dice (Yuan et al. 2021), for
communicating with other players both during and outside of the game session (Hedge 2021),
or playing remotely (Roques 2021), among numerous other functions. While many of these
programs or platforms were created for the purpose of being used for TTRPGs — one notable
example being virtual tabletop platforms like Roll20, which allow players to replace more
traditional pen-and-paper components of the game with digital versions of the same — there is
also the potential for players to adapt tools that are not designed for D&D in unexpected
ways. Whilst not specifically related to D&D, one example of this creative use of technology
can be found in the play of hybrid digital boardgames, where individuals used a vast range of
digital tools (including communication software like Zoom, various companion apps for
specific boardgames, dice rolling apps, Excel, Photoshop, and PowerPoint) to enable and
enhance their distance-play experience (Sparrow & Rogerson 2023).
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This study’s overarching aim is to interrogate which digital tools participants commonly use,
why they use them, how they do so, and what trends can be identified in participants’
engagement with D&D and technology. In doing so, the study will present an anthropological
perspective of the digital tools used by participants during their engagement with D&D,
viewing digital engagement through the lenses of fantasy gaming as a social world (Fine
1983, 242), fantasy games as a playground for different selfhoods (Bowman 2010, 127), and
porosity of boundaries between fantasy and reality (Waskul & Lust 2004, 339). Additionally,
there is the potential and precedent in the literature to view D&D players, DMs, and content
creators as belonging to communities of practice (e.g., Gibbs, Wadley & Ng 2012), another
approach which I will likely explore in the later parts of the study.

As the integration of digital tools into D&D is a relatively recent phenomenon, there has been
little scholarship to date on the relationship between digital tools and D&D experience.
However, there are some interesting studies in this space, including: work by Plijnaer et al.
(2020) on how data visualisation impacts the game experience in D&D; Ang et al.’s (2023)
preliminary exploration of using a virtual DM with human players; and Buruk & Ozcan’s
(2016) design-focussed study using physical augmentation to enhance player experiences,
among others (see also Tang et al. 2023). In this paper I aspire to contribute to this area by
providing a more comprehensive overall explanation of the kinds of technology being used
by players, how they are using it, and what the effects of these digital elements are on the
play experience. However, as this is a prospective study, this presentation will focus on my
motivations for the study, chosen methodology, and potential contributions.

The study will draw on data collected from approximately 25 informal interviews. Within this
sample, 10 participants will be players, 10 will be DMs, and an additional 5 will be content
creators or D&D streamers. The purpose of including these distinct groups of participants is
to allow for potentially different perspectives of and objectives for using digital tools in
D&D, which will likely vary depending on participants’ roles within the game and reasons
for playing. Additionally, by utilising an informal interview methodology, my goal is to leave
the interviews largely open to participant direction — as this is an exploratory study, I aim to
be largely guided by participant experiences in terms of the direction and content of the
interviews, whilst also having a set of core interview questions to rely on for key information.

In this presentation, I am seeking feedback on my approach to this study, in addition to
opening up prospective discussions with others in this space about potential areas of interest
and inquiry that may inform both this study and future studies within my PhD project.
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