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ABSTRACT

"Full of Chinese cultural facts, Beijing Opera presents the audience with an 

encyclopaedia of Chinese culture, as well as unfolding stories, beautiful paintings, 

exquisite costumes, graceful gestures and martial arts" (Chinese Ministry of 

Culture, 2003, p. 1). The arias of Beijing Opera derived from Kunqu, Qinqiang, 

Xipi, Erhuang and other local operas. Kunqu has a more than 600 year’s history 

and has been listed as one of the Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage 

of Humanity by UNESCO in 2001 (UNESCO, 2003). The opera’s acrobatic 

fighting originated from Chinese martial art that is considered as an indispensable 

part of Chinese traditional culture, and its facial make-ups can be traced back to 

sacrifices and ceremonies of primitive tribes in ancient China. Moreover, Beijing 

Opera contains Confucius’ LiYue theory (Politeness and Happiness), Chinese 

philosophy of Zhonghe (Harmony), national consciousness of history worship 

and ancestor respect, and aesthetic habit (Chen, 1995). However, few people, 

especially the youth, would like to enjoy the art of the Beijing Opera. It would 

seem that Beijing Opera will die a slow death like many traditional cultural 

practices around the world. 

This project investigates how the intangible cultural heritage of Beijing Opera 

can be sustained into the future. It is argued that the popular appeal of electronic 

games can be exploited to seed future interest in Beijing Opera. This research 

project proposes a design concept for an electronic game based on Beijing 

Opera. Measures taken by selected countries on safeguarding the intangible 

cultural heritage are discussed, and the tri-relationships among intangible cultural 

transmission, children and electronic games are explored to prove that electronic 

games can be utilized as an efficient tool to transmit and safeguard traditional 
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intangible cultural heritages. Surveys conducted as part of this research showed 

positive results. Chapter 1 introduces the project. Chapter two discusses what 

intangible cultural heritage is and what various nation states are doing to preserve 

such culture. Chapter three considers why an educational but entertaining game 

based on Beijing Opera is feasible to preserve traditional cultural heritage. Chapter 

four argues why older children are the optimum target group for such a game. 

Chapter five considers the positive and negative effects of game playing. Chapter 

six argues the design concept while Chapter seven concludes the project by way 

of summary of findings. As many countries encounter the same problem of how to 

preserve their traditional cultural heritage, this research addresses a global issue of 

immediate significance.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Structure of the Thesis

This chapter (Chapter 1) introduces the problem and sets the question to be 

answered. The literature review surveys existing research on related aspects 

associated with this research project. The significance of this project is argued and 

the research aims are stated.

Chapter 2 defines intangible cultural heritage and argues why transmission is a 

powerful means to safeguard it. Diverse measures taken by selected countries on 

safeguarding the intangible cultural heritage will also be discussed.

Chapter 3 scrutinizes the factors and rules of games in traditional culture 

and argues why electronic games are chosen as a tool suitable to transmit the 

knowledge of Beijing Opera. 

Chapter 4 examines justification of choosing older children as a target group to 

revitalize interest in the intangible cultural heritage (Beijing Opera) by scoping 

different age groups in term of the preceding information.

Chapter 5 evaluates how electronic games can be the main medium to cater for 

children’s interests, and the main concerns about the effects on children. The 

different censorship in three counties will be compared as well. 

Chapter 6 details the design of Opera Star, the electronic game on Beijing Opera, 

and details a survey of the electronic game and measurement of its effectiveness, 
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including how the survey is organized and the data is collected and what 

conclusions can be drawn from feedback.

Chapter 7 draws conclusions about the researcher's aim to use an electronic game 

to preserve intangible cultural heritage.

1.2 Background

The development of technology and the expanding world economy associated 

with the advances in global communication has made the world seem closer and 

smaller. An outcome of these advances is that some cultures are being adopted 

at an increasing pace. While people enjoy the convenience brought by modern 

science and technology, one needs to ask at what cost? There is no doubt that 

the loss of one’s culture is a tragedy for many countries with long traditions. In 

2001, McDonnell remarked the contemporary younger generations that, “it is 

increasingly clear that they are growing up in a global culture, sharing the same 

'pop culture' icons, coveting the same consumer goods”(McDonnell, 2001, p. 

16). To address the issue, UNESCO (2005, Cultural Diversity, p. 1) claimed 

that “Cultural diversity is a driving force of development, not only in respect of 

economic growth, but also as a means of leading a more fulfilling intellectual, 

emotional, moral and spiritual life”. All countries face a common problem of how 

to safeguard traditional cultural heritages, and this has generated considerable 

debate (INCP, 2004). Dr Do (2005, p. 2) explains that:

Its value and glittering and mysterious beauty can be only “found” when it 

is manifested, expressed in visual form, practiced in daily life, or performed 

for audiences. The intangible heritage is the glorification and examination 
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of the spiritual life of nations, but it is now hidden in the modern society by 

globalization. 

UNESCO has realized this and has initiated a number of actions. In 2001, the 

Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity was passed, and later was announced 

as World Day for Cultural Diversity for Dialogue and Development by UNESCO. 

Thousands of sites have been listed on world cultural heritage register and have 

been well known and preserved by UNESCO and nations. “On the 20 April 2006 

a new chapter commenced in the story of UNESCO’s work for the safeguarding of 

intangible cultural heritage, and its desire to protect cultural diversity and human 

creativity with the Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity” 

(UNESCO, 2006, p. 2). There have been “three Proclamations of Masterpieces of 

the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity”, in which 90 forms of intangible 

cultural heritage from 70 countries were listed. The purpose of these is to raise 

awareness about intangible cultural heritage and enhance it throughout the world 

(UNESCO, 2006). China has four pieces of great intangible cultural heritage 

proclaimed among the 90 masterpieces. They are Kun Qu opera (2001), The Guqin 

and its Music (2003), The Uyghur Muqam of Xinjiang (2005) and Urtiin Duu – 

Traditional Folk Long Song (2005) respectively (UNESCO, 2003 Convention, 

List). From UNESCO’s stance, it is hoped that intangible cultural heritage can be 

preserved and such work around the world will be promoted.

1.3 Problem Statement

Chinese people cherish their 5,000 years old grace and profundity of traditional 

culture, nonetheless, much of Chinese intangible traditional culture has been 

largely ignored by the general Chinese population and now remains in book or 
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document form only. Professor Bingan Wu, a member of the Experts Committee 

for Chinese Folk Culture Protection Project, pointed out his concerns about 

the loss of intangible cultural heritage in China after researching Chinese folk 

traditions for decades. He asserted that "It is a fact that we have done a good 

job protecting and preserving tangible cultural heritage, but as far as intangible 

heritage goes, we haven’t done enough. Many traditions and folk customs are 

dying out faster than before due to the pace of economic construction, and China’s 

modernization drive." (Zhao, 2004, p. 2)

"Chinese awareness of preserving traditional culture was enhanced when their 

long-celebrated Dragon Boat Festival was threatened to become a heritage of the 

neighboring Republic of Korea" (People's Daily Online, 2004, p. 1). This festival 

happens on the 5th of May of the lunar calendar and originated in China about 

two thousand years ago before spreading to neighboring countries. The Chinese 

significance and origins of this festival was threatened by neighboring South 

Korea in 2004, when it included the same-named festival on a national heritage list 

and planned to apply to UNESCO for a position on the World Cultural Heritage 

list as a Korean "Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity" 

(Cai, 2004). Many Chinese think that the Duanwu Festival belongs to China and 

should not be listed as another country's heritage. But the truth is not as simple as 

it appears. Cai (2004, n.p.) states the situation:

While the Spring Festival is remembered and celebrated, other Chinese 

traditional festivals, such as the Lantern Festival, Pure Bright Festival 

(Tomb-sweeping Day), Mid-Autumn Festival, are not designated as statutory 

holidays and have faded over the years. On the other hand, such international 

holidays as New Year's Day, March 8, May Day and June 1 are all included 
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on the list of Chinese public holidays. Moreover, Western holidays are 

growing increasingly popular in China. Young people like to indulge their 

passion for foreign holidays. On Valentine's Day, flowers are always popular, 

and much more expensive than on other days. Most Chinese don't have any 

idea of the religious connotation of Christmas but they celebrate it as a big 

holiday just the same.  

So, it is not surprising that South Korea considers the Duan Wu Festival as their 

national treasure, but this controversy illustrates undoubtedly the importance of 

safeguarding one’s culture. Cai continues to state:

Chinese people have been eagerly adapting to international norms and 

practices without the slightest idea that the traditional intangible culture is 

in danger of losing its substance. How many young men can read traditional 

classics in their original form (Ancient books were written vertically in 

traditional Chinese characters with no punctuation marks)? How many young 

men can write in traditional Chinese and have an in-depth understanding of 

traditional Chinese Culture? What left in the Chinese language are the idioms 

and quotations - the odd remnants of traditional classic. Also, many classical 

stories have been modified for the purpose of making poking fun of historical 

figures. (Cai, 2004, n.p.)

The Beijing Opera is regarded as the national opera and national quintessence and 

has existed for over 200 years (Huo, 1997). "Full of Chinese cultural facts, Beijing 

Opera presents the audience with an encyclopaedia of Chinese culture, as well as 

unfolding stories, beautiful paintings, exquisite costumes, graceful gestures and 

martial arts" (Chinese Ministry of Culture, 2003, p. 1). The arias of Beijing Opera 
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derived from Kunqu, Qinqiang, Xipi, Erhuang and other local operas. Kunqu has a 

more than 600 year’s history and was listed as one of the Masterpieces of the Oral 

and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO in 2001 (UNESCO, 2003). 

The opera’s acrobatic fighting originated from Chinese martial art that is well 

known as an indispensable part of Chinese traditional culture, and its facial make-

up can be traced back to sacrifices and ceremonies of primitive tribes in ancient 

China. Moreover, Beijing Opera contains Confucius’ LiYue theory (Politeness and 

Happiness), Chinese philosophy of Zhonghe (Harmony), national consciousness of 

history worship and ancestor respect, and aesthetic habit (Chen, 1995). However, 

fewer audiences now take pleasure in enjoying the art of Beijing Opera preferring 

instead global “pop art”. Especially the youth show little interest in it. It would 

seem that the Beijing Opera is dying out (Usqiaobao.com, 2007). 

There are a number of reasons for this. Levine (1994) explains that firstly, lacking 

relevant knowledge of Beijing Opera, audiences especially the younger generation 

hardly understand the stories, dialogue and plot of the plays. Secondly, the simple 

stage and orchestration do not prove as appealing as the fast paced action of 

movies and television. Finally, the younger generation’s desire is for experiences 

of contemporary life and not ancient tales.

The Chinese government has attempted to revive and to preserve Beijing Opera 

through the formation at a number of festivals and events. By holding "The 

Beijing Opera week" and "The Beijing Opera month" every year, the government 

has been trying to attract more audiences to it. Meantime, the Chinese government 

has financed the recording of nearly 100 famous repertoires on VCDs and 

distributed them around China. It is known as the "Conservation of National 

Heritage". The government believes that it is a good idea to record Beijing Opera 
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repertoires on VCDs so people can watch Beijing Opera on their televisions or 

computers. However, the researcher found that less than 10 Beijing Opera VCDs 

are sold monthly in a large shopping town in Jinan city which has a population 

of three million. In many video rentals Beijing Opera VCDs are rarely rented 

as they are not popular. Many shop owners either put these VCDs in corners or 

take them off the shelves. Although a lot of local Beijing Opera troupes have set 

up their own websites to attract overseas audiences, little improvement has been 

done. The researcher visited 33 websites related to Beijing Opera, and found 

nearly all of them are poorly designed with simple layout, low quality images 

and stacking words rather than a visual and aesthetic spectacle. To some extent, 

these actions attract some attention to Beijing Opera but they fail to raise interest 

from the young generation. The audiences now are invariably associated with 

a demographic over 50 years of age. Beijing Opera will lose audiences in 20 

years as generational change happens. So the question arises, is it possible to 

devise a contemporary strategy to revive and preserve Beijing Opera for growing 

demographic? 

1.4 Aims and Scope

The primary aim of this research project is to substantiate the claim that electronic 

games can revive or safeguard intangible traditional cultural heritage. The research 

presents a concept design for an electronic interactive game about Beijing Opera. 

In order to achieve this aim, the following hypotheses informed this research 

project.

1.  The introduction of game play offers potential for safeguarding  

     the intangible Chinese culture of Beijing Opera.    
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2.  Older children are an ideal target group for safeguarding the 

      intangible cultural heritage.  

3.  Electronic games are a valuable means suitable to engage children  

      with intangible culture.    

Culture will have a longer life if it can occupy the heart of its youth. People in 

their 50s love Beijing Opera because they developed an interest in it when they 

were very young. For example, Fenqiang, Zhang, a very famous old theatregoer 

was interested in Beijing Opera when his was 7 years old (Jinling News, 2005). 

This thesis will demonstrate how new technology associated with electronic games 

can revive an endangered intangible traditional culture through the enjoyment of 

game playing.

 

1.5 Literature Review

 

To complete this project a meta-analysis was taken in the following areas.

1.5.1 Strategies to Safeguard Intangible Cultural Heritage

On the website (www.unesco.org), USECO explains the definition of “Intangible 

Cultural Heritage” and the reasons why it is necessary to safeguard it. According 

to the 2003 convention of USECO (UNESCO, 2003), an effective way to 

safeguard intangible cultural heritage sustainably is to ensure that cultural heritage 

continues to be transmitted to younger generations. It also lists 90 masterpieces 

of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity in the world. Among them, there 

are 4 from China (UNESCO, 2003). This document was the primary source of 

material on intangible cultural heritage for this research.
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1.5.2 Intangible Cultural Transmission and Games

Games have been around for thousands of years in the human history (Dempsey, 

et al., 1996). A survey made by Australian Bureau of Statistics identified 

that electronic games are the one of the most popular choices in the array of 

leisure activities available to children aged 5-14 years (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2006). Of relevance for this research was the claim by Game Studies, 

an international journal of computer game research, that games can be used as 

an educational tool (Gamestudies.org, 2004). That claim has many supporters. 

Research by Greenfield indicated how children’s cognitive skills were affected by 

electronic games (Greenfield, 1984; Masendorf 1993). Shaffer (2006), Sandford, 

Ulicsak, Facer and Rudd (2007), Gibson, Aldrich and Prensky (2007), Greenfield 

(1984), Bowman (1982), Gunter and Furnham (1998), Okolo (1992), Hostetter 

(2002), Loftus and Loftus (1983) all mentioned how electronic games can aid 

learning.

1.5.3 Older Children as a Target Group

Jean Piaget (1896-1980) was one of the most distinguished researchers for his 

work studying developmental psychology and his theory of cognitive development 

during the 20th century. In his book Sociological Studies, the cognitive 

development of children is divided into four stages:

1.  Sensorimotor stage: from birth to age 2 years. 

    At this stage, children experience the world through movement and   

     senses and learn object permanence. 

2.  Preoperational stage: from ages 2 to 7.
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     At this stage, what children achieve is the acquisition of motor 

     skills. 

3.  Concrete operational stage: from ages 7 to 11.

      At this stage, children begin to think logically about concrete 

      events. 

4.  Formal operational stage: after age 11. 

     At this stage, children begin to develop abstract reasoning (Piaget,  

     1995).

Based on the four stages, this research focuses on children aged 7 to 13 (older 

children) whose cognitive features would facilitate traditional cultural knowledge 

through electronic game playing much easier than other age groups. Throughout 

this thesis the term older children means children aged 7 to 13.

Salonius-Pasternak and Gelfond (2005) argue that culture is deeply affected 

by values and experiences coming from family, community, nation and other 

environmental factors. Dorr (1986) claims that when comparing children and 

adults, children are keener to learn and Strasburger and Wilson (2002) argue that 

children believe more easily than adults. In another study with Inhelder, Piaget 

concluded children’s mental actions are reversible while their operational thinking 

develops (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958). Older children (aged 7 to 13) begin to use 

multiple criteria for judging reality of mass media according to Hawkins (1977). 

With development, children gain abilities to draw the most important clues of 

the story in program (Collins, 1983) and are better able to derive different logical 

conclusions from verbally presented passages than younger children (Ackerman, 

1988; Thompson & Myers, 1985). Wright suggests older children are better to 

handle programming that contains the information integrated with fast changes 
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in time and place (Wright et al., 1984). All of these studies add further weight to 

Inhelder & Piaget’s (1958) research which found that older children are not only 

able to think rationally, logically and hypothetically but to draw inferences from 

specific instances or occurrences. All of the above give credibility to make older 

children the target audience for this game design concept. 

1.5.4 Children and Game Playing

There are a large number of researches arguing the long term effect of children 

playing electronic games. Positive assessments are given by Hartung (2002), who 

suggests that playing electronic games can improve children's literacy, thinking, 

reflecting and creativity. Electronic games also set up a platform for children’s 

communication where they create friendships as they share solutions and codes 

with each other in a combined effort to beat the game/computer according to 

Fromme (2003), and Beentjes (2001) found that electronic games have become a 

part of children’s lives and the most frequently used interactive media. Curiosity, 

fantasy, interaction, and challenge are probably the four top reasons people 

enjoy electronic games (Hostetter, 2002). Inevitably, some researchers claimed 

that electronic games also have negative influences on children. Gentile (2004), 

Kirsh (2003), Anderson and Bushman (2001) endorsed the view that playing 

violent electronic games may lead children to the development of a hostile nature, 

which could lead to aggressive behavior. Another concern voiced by Harris 

(2001), and Gunter & Furnham (1998) is about addiction which could lead to 

lack of interest in other areas of the child’s life and can also lead to compulsive 

behavior, withdrawal, and irritability when children are not permitted to play the 

electronic games. In addition, health problems, such as "overuse injuries of the 

hand, obesity, muscle and joint problems, eyestrain and photosensitive epileptic 
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seizures" (betterhealth.vic.gov.au, 2007, p. 3) are related with electronic games by 

many researchers. Nonetheless, Griffiths (2002) researched the effects of playing 

electronic games, not only short-term effects, long-term effects, addiction, and 

health risks, but also positive potential, education, and health care. He states that:

It is vital that we continue to develop the positive potential of electronic 

games while remaining aware of possible unintended negative effects when 

game content is not prosocial.…… Game developers need support and 

encouragement to put in the additional effort necessary to develop interesting 

games that do not rely heavily on violent actions…… (Griffiths, 2002, p. 47)

Electronic games have great positive potential. They can be used as a teaching 

approach in the learning environment (Arnseth, 2006; Fromme, 2003; Squire 

2002; Jones, 1999; Blanton, et al., 1997) and can also be utilized to improve 

children’s health care (Rodriguez, 2006; Robillard, 2003).

In Cultural Framing of Computer/Video Games, Squire (2002, p. 1) presents from 

an educational technology perspective that “understanding and unpacking how 

learning occurs through game play, examining how game play can be used to 

support learning in formal learning environments, and designing games explicitly 

to support learning are three areas that educational research can contribute to game 

studies.” Further, he argues that “educational discussions of transfer, practice, 

and social activity offer three promising ways for game studies to think about 

game playing as cultural practice”. While edutainment games such as SimCity 

and Civilization are intriguing educational materials, he claims that “the most 

promising developments in educational gaming might come through games that 

are explicitly designed to support learning”( Squire, 2002, p. 1).
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In the article “Video Games - The Necessity of Incorporating Video Games as 

part of Constructivist Learning”, Hostetter (2002, p. 1) dubs the new generation of 

children as the game generation:

This game generation is used to a twitch speed, parallel processing, and 

active, fantasy worlds. Games have changed the learners’ cognitive skills so 

that the game generation can process a lot of information at the same time. 

Video games are an excellent learning tool because the computer can adjust 

its difficulty according to the player’s preference or need. Video games also 

teach deductive reasoning, memory strategies, and eye-hand coordination. 

The downside of using video games is that they can be addictive but with 

monitoring can be used effectively in the classroom. Working together with 

software companies, parents, and educators, video games can facilitate 

children learning the required content for their level as well as make learning 

fun and applicable to the game generation children. 

1.5.5 Electronic Game Civilization

In November 1996 Computer Gaming World's Anniversary Edition, Civilization 

created by Sid Meier for MicroProse in 1991 (Civilization Fantastic’s Center, 

2000) was chosen as the number one of the 150 Best Games of All Time 

(Civilization, 2001). Many teachers and academics have realized that Civilization 

has a better educational function than text books to avail students to gain the 

knowledge of history. “At the 2005 Games in Education Conference, Civilization 

was one of the main examples identified for the educational use of games” 

(Crabben, 2006, p. 1). 



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

14

Whelchel (2007, p. 2) discussed in “Using Civilization Simulation Video Games 

in the World History Classroom” why it is important to recognize that “Civilization 

has a substantial impact on the layman's understanding of history..., it can be used 

to not only teach historical concepts but also instruct students how to critically 

evaluate and deconstruct historical representations found in popular culture.” 

He claimed that "models of trade, technological diffusion, and cultural progress 

in Civilization are well beyond other educational games". Further, Whelchel 

elaborated three potential projects that instructors could use with Civilization in 

classroom. He explains that:

The first is Hands-on History, which centers on using these games as a 

primary tool in teaching historical concepts. The second is Pet Civilization, 

which involves students taking on the role of one of the playable groups 

in the game and comparing their civilization against the actual historical 

development of the polity in question. The third is Deconstruction Fun which 

involves students focusing on the deconstruction of civilization builders as 

artifacts from their own culture (Whelchel, 2007, p. 2).

So there is ample evidence to validate that electronic games can be a useful 

education tool and thus suitable to transfer intangible heritage knowledge. In this 

project, the researcher proposes to design an electronic game titled Opera Star to 

teach children (7-13 years old) about Beijing Opera.

1.6 Methodology

This research involved planning (identify, investigate and analysis the problem, 

hypothetic solution and data collection and analysis), acting (surveying Chinese 
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children regarding this design concept and implementing findings), observing 

(collect evidences through literature reviews, organizing and analyzing of data) 

and reflecting (access outcomes, re-planning) and starting the spiral again. 

The researcher used an action research methodology for this research project. 

Hitchcock and Hughes (1989, p. 6) defines action research as "an inquiry 

conducted into a particular issue of current concern, usually undertaken by those 

directly involved with the aim of implementing a change in a specific situation". 

"Action research is more concerned with the immediate application rather than 

the development of theory. It focuses on a specific problem in a particular setting. 

In other words, its findings are usually judged in terms of their applicability in 

a specific situation" (Verma & Mallick, 1999, p. 12). The action researcher is 

also a reflective practitioner but in addition uses research techniques to enhance 

and systematize that reflection (Denscombe, 2003). O’Leary (2004, p. 140) 

describes the role of the action researcher as "planner leader, catalyzer, teacher, 

listener, synthesizer, facilitator, designer, observer and reporter". She argues 

that Educational Action Research as one of main streams of action research is 

widely implemented when primary and secondary school teachers and students 

are involved with community projects. Since this research involves transmitting 

information to older children, the specific methods and theories in Educational 

Action Research are instructive. The summary of the four phases of the study is as 

Figure 1.
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PLAN

ACTION

OBSERVE

REFLECT

Actions Planning - Gather and analyse intangible culture, cognition of children 
and adult and features of medium to develop a method to solve the problem.

Solution Implementation - Connect game and Beijing opera from collected 
information.

Development---Investigating how a flash game can be applied to revive the 
Beijing opera.

Identify the problem area - Beijing opera as an intagible culture is declining. 

Analysing the reasons - Why this cultural heritage is being losing, information 
gathering and analysis

Preliminary investigation - Observing and gathering the information on culture 
protection in the world. Questionnaire of games; self reflections.

Hypothesis and proposed solution - A electronic game “Opera Star”

Reflect on information and project. Analyse the evidence gathered to develop a 
model that acts as a way to revive traditonal culture. Evaluate the effective and 
make suggstion for further research.

Observing, collecting, organizing and analysing information in both theoretical 
and studio works. 

Figure 01: Summary of the four phases of the study
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2.0 SAFEGUARD INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

In this chapter, the definition of “the intangible cultural heritage” and how to 

safeguard it according to UNESCO and the strategies devised by select countries 

to preserve their traditional intangible cultures will be examined. 

2.1 Intangible Cultural Heritage and Safeguarding

2.1.1 Definition

According to the 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 

Heritage organised by UNESCO (UNESCO, 2003 Convention, Text), “intangible 

cultural heritage” means “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, 

skills – as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated 

therewith – that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as 

part of their cultural heritage”. The definition indicates that “the intangible cultural 

heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recreated by 

communities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with 

nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, 

thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity”. 

The 2003 Convention (Text of the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible 

Cultural Heritage, 2003) also states that: 

The intangible cultural heritage is manifested in the following domains: oral 

traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible 

cultural heritage; performing arts (such as traditional music, dance and 
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theatre); social practices, rituals and festive events; knowledge and practices 

concerning nature and the universe; traditional craftsmanship. 

and elaborates further that: “the depository of the intangible cultural heritage is 

the human mind, the human body being the main instrument for its enactment, or 

– literally – embodiment, and the knowledge and skills are often shared within 

a community, and manifestations of the intangible cultural heritage often are 

performed collectively”.

2.1.2 Safeguarding Cultural Heritage 

The 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

states that “The intangible cultural heritage is the mainspring of our cultural 

diversity and its maintenance is a guarantee for continuing creativity” (UNESCO, 

2003 Convention, Text). Unfortunately, many elements of the intangible cultural 

heritage are endangered “due to effects of globalization, national governmental 

policies, and lack of means, appreciation and understanding which – taken 

together – may lead to the erosion of functions and values and to a lack of interest 

among the younger generations” (UNESCO, 2003 Convention, Text). In this 

regard China’s younger generation not being interested in traditional culture as 

much as new technological devices is not unique. To counter generational change 

UNESCO (2003) states that: 

An effective way to safeguard intangible cultural heritage sustainably is to 

ensure that the bearers of that heritage continue to transmit their knowledge 

and skills to younger generations. In this regard, the 2003 Convention for the 

Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage places transmission among 
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the safeguarding measures aiming at ensuring the viability of this heritage. 

In Text of The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 

Heritage, the 2003 Convention states that, “Safeguarding means measures 

aimed at ensuring the viability of the intangible cultural heritage, including the 

identification, documentation, research, preservation, protection, promotion, 

enhancement, transmission, particularly through formal and non-formal education, 

as well as the revitalization of the various aspects of such heritage” (UNESCO, 

2003). 

How can we sustain intergenerational transmission of culture to safeguard 

intangible cultural heritage in conformity with UNESCO? By availing of all 

appropriate educational means, the awareness of safeguarding intangible cultural 

heritage can be improved. Popular television programmes like Time Team, 

The Worst Jobs in History and The Collectors, in addition to “histories of” 

and documentary programmes and educational games like Civilization could 

supplement specific educational and training programmes within the communities 

and groups concerned. Meantime, “we may build capacity for safeguarding 

intangible cultural heritage through management and scientific research.” 

(UNESCO, 2003).

This project is premised on the belief that transmission can ensure the viability 

of intangible cultural heritage among today’s generations and its continued 

transmission to tomorrow’s generation. What is proposed in the studio project is 

a concept for an electronic game to educate Chinese children (7 to 13 year old) 

about Beijing Opera as a contribution to arresting generational loss of intangible 

cultural heritage. 
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2.2 International Models of Safeguarding Intangible Culture 

Cultural transmission is the key to safeguarding intangible culture. UNESCO 

(2003 convention, Transmission) explained the threats to the transmission of 

the intangible heritage come from “social and demographic changes that reduce 

intergenerational contacts: migrations and urbanisation that often remove people 

from their knowledgeable elders; the imposition of formal education systems that 

devalue traditional knowledge and skills, or intrusive mass media”.

The purpose of the 7th Annual Ministerial Meeting of International Network 

on Cultural Policy (INCP, 2004) was to draft bills on preservation of traditional 

culture. Many delegates from both developing and developed countries tabled 

their opinions about the decline in traditional culture and the measurements using 

for solving the problem. People’s Daily Online (2004) reported that:

Chinese Minister of Culture, Sun Jiazheng, pointed out that political multi-

polarization and globalization added something new to the traditional 

cultures and it was of great importance to let the youth learn their own 

traditional culture, especially intangible cultural heritage, so as to effectively 

preserve it. Norway’s Minister of Culture, Valgerd Syarstad Haugland, 

insisted that modernization was a good way to innovate traditional culture 

for most developed countries. However, he went on to add that developing 

countries couldn’t enjoy the benefits of modernization in this regard due to 

an imbalanced world economy and political circumstances. Indian Minister 

of Information, Broadcasting and Culture, Jaipal Reddy, proclaimed culture 

was experiencing an unprecedented acceleration of change and challenge 

especially traditional culture. He advocated that to protect traditional culture 
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it should be closely linked to common people’s daily life, and let people 

rediscover the meaning of traditional culture in their modern life.

Especially relevant for this research are the views that youth are a key to 

preserving intangible cultural heritage and that cultural preservation is linked with 

the daily life so that each generation can rediscover meaning in traditional culture. 

To further inform the design concept of this research an examination of the 

strategies adopted by three countries in the Asia Pacific region and one in Europe 

was made.

2.2.1 Protection of Folk-Artists and “Living Human Treasures” in Korea

Korea is a country initiating many practical and effective actions to protect and 

revive its tangible and intangible traditional culture. “In 1993, Korea proposed to 

establish the Living Human Treasures System at UNESCO” (UNESCO, Executive 

Board, 179th). “In the agenda of the 142nd session in 1993, UNESCO supported 

this activity and encouraged other countries to do the same” (UNESCO, 142nd 

session). According to the 2003 Convention, “Living Human Treasures are persons 

who possess to a high degree the knowledge and skills required for performing or 

re-creating specific elements of the intangible cultural heritage” (UNESCO, 2003). 

Living Human Treasures System not only supports folk-artists to develop their art 

works but also encourages younger generation to succeed and pursue traditional 

culture. According to UNESCO convention (2003), Korea had a total of 214 

Living Human Treasures till May 2004 (UNESCO, 2003).

2.2.2 Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Vietnam



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

22

In the sub-regional experts meeting in Asia on intangible cultural heritage, Dr 

Lan Phuong Do, the head of ministry of Culture and Information in Vietnam, 

states that “the activity of the decade of world cultural development (1988-

1997) mobilized by UNESCO in country members was the great landmark of 

full awareness of the value of intangible cultural heritage in Vietnam” (Do, 2005, 

p2). In 2001, the Law on Cultural Heritage (2001) was established by Vietnamese 

government, which states that “Intangible cultural heritage consists of intellectual 

products with historical, cultural or scientific value that have been preserved by 

memory, writing, passed down through oral tradition, teaching, performance and 

all other means and forms.” Increasingly, funds have been invested in protection, 

maintenance and development of Vietnamese intangible cultural heritage.

In 1997, a national culture program on protection and promotion of intangible 

cultural heritage was created by Vietnamese Ministry of Culture and Information, 

and was carried out by the Vietnam Institute of Culture and Information (VICIS). 

According to Dr Do, 647 projects started, and 54 ethnic groups inhabiting 

in Vietnam have been the focus of material collection, study, protection and 

restoration (Do, 2005). Four steps structured these projects: collection, study, 

protection and restoration. The domains included festivals relating to the life of 

community and production activities, rites relating to the life circle, religious 

practices relating to environment, exploiting natural resources, forms of folk art 

performance, cuisine art in every regions and technology in processing medicinal 

herbs (Do, 2005). To achieve the goal of protecting and reviving intangible 

cultural heritage, modern mediums such as VCD, DVD are used for restoration, 

and television channels are engaged to broadcast cultural information regularly. 

Do (2005) claimed that the activities have aroused great interest in intangible 

traditional culture among local people, and a strong awareness of protecting 
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Vietnam intangible cultural heritage among local people has been one outcome. 

2.2.3 Safeguarding of the Romany Traditional Culture in Croatia

Romany culture is another example of cultural decline. In December 1993, on 

the initiative of Professor Stephen Wurm, The UNESCO Red Book Report on 

Endangered Languages listed Romany as one of many endangered languages 

in the world (Salminen, 1993). To address that the government of Croatia has 

adopted the following strategies (National programme for Roma, 2005, p. 2): 

Construction of Romany cultural centres;• 

Securing premises for Romany activities until the Romany centres are • 

built, as well as in other communities in which Romany live;

Financing of Romany associations’ programmes in the field of cultural • 

amateurism, cultural events, publishing and information;

Organising courses in traditional Romany music and customs;• 

Organisation of sports activities;• 

Popularisation of Romany culture, rights and customs through the media • 

and educational system;

Organisation of seminars for journalists on promotion of Romany • 

through the media;

Training and schooling of Romany for their involvement and • 

employment in the media;

Organisation of round tables with representatives of the media and • 

Romany, on the possibilities to promote positive aspects and a balanced 

reporting on Romany;

Research of the portrayal of Romany in the media, to be conducted by • 
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independent experts;

Financing of special broadcasts on Romany, in the Romany language, • 

aired by Croatian Radio and Television and other local media;

Financing of Romany newspapers and magazines.• 

2.2.4 Safeguarding Intangible Culture in China

In China, both the government and the people are aware of much of China’s 

precious intangible cultural heritage being on the verge of extinction due to 

constant environmental deterioration and the side effects of modernization. 

The government has made a series of policies on it. For example, the Chinese 

Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Finance jointly issued a notice to call for 

the improvement of the preservation of Chinese intangible cultural heritage. It 

described preservation of intangible cultural heritage as “the important duty” of 

local governments at all levels, urging more funding and attempts to attract capital 

from society (People’s Daily Online, 2004). In 2006, the government designated 

518 intangible cultural heritages and established a database for it. In addition, 

China will soon announce the names of 224 “inheritors” who will be designated to 

pass on China’s intangible cultural heritage (People’s Daily Online, 2007).

In 2001, Chinese Kunqu Opera was nominated and put on top of the list of 

Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by the program 

launched by UNESCO to preserve basic elements of cultural diversity (UNESCO, 

2003 convention, List). In fact, Beijing Opera, which mostly derived from 

Kunqu, is far more famous than Kunqu, and as the researcher has already 

mentioned enjoys an uncertain future. To sustain this intangible cultural heritage, 

the preservation is performed in a number of ways by Chinese government, 
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organizations and local people. 

First, “Theater in Air” and “The Project of Songs Matched with Images for Beijing 

Opera” have been created. Chinese Central Television Station (CCTV) has set up 

a special program named Theater in Air since 2003, which means performances 

of Beijing Opera on the theater stage will be telecasted live to the whole county. 

Every weekend, the fans of Beijing Opera can appreciate their favorite plays 

performed in the Chang-An theater just at home (CCTV, 2003). 

To revitalize several hundreds of classic Beijing Opera plays, which were only 

audio recorded and have already disappeared from stage completely, “The Project 

of Songs Being Matched with Images for Beijing Opera” was set up by Chinese 

government (Chinese Drama, 2002). By collecting the recorded materials the 

old artists left and organizing the young actors to match the images, the project 

has rescued a lot of classic plays nearing extinction. So far, there are 355 plays, 

including the main repertoires from the 1940’s. 

Second, projects were implemented by the Association of Beijing Opera and 

Kunqu Opera (ABOKO) - “Opera in Campus” and “Children Project” (Beijing 

Hotline of Culture, 2005). The purpose of these projects was to build an easier 

access to Beijing Opera for college students. ABOKO has developed artistic 

education and have staged performances of Beijing Opera in more than 20 

colleges. 

Under the slogan of “Developing Beijing Opera from children”, Beijing Opera 

Troupe of Children was established in Beijing, which recruited 5-12 year old 

children. The Beijing Opera Troupe of Children has already trained more than ten 
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thousand students, selected talented children for the professional drama institute, 

and took part in various performing activities. It has cultivated new apprentices 

and promoted the education of Beijing Opera throughout China (School.Chengcai.

net, 2007). 

Third, there is the Chinese Beijing Opera House (CBOH) (Xinhuanet, 2000) 

whose activity of “Beijing Opera entering campus” was based on the consideration 

of how to revive and develop national traditional culture. As new technological 

devices provide varieties entertainment for young audiences, they are attracted 

by television, internet and games. By holding performance on campus CBOH 

aimed to not only popularize Beijing Opera and expand the influence of traditional 

excellent national art in China, but develop the interest in enjoying Beijing Opera 

among new communities of young audiences. The appreciation and participation 

of young students is a key strategy for the future development of Beijing Opera.

In addition to taking Beijing Opera to the college campus, the CBOH also gives 

academic lectures about Beijing Opera for half an hour accompanying the theater 

performance. In order to expand the influence of Beijing Opera around the world, 

the CBOH holds international performances frequently in different countries, such 

as U.S.A, England and Finland.

2.3 Analysis

Whatever the measures used in these countries, the objective is to choose the right 

target with an efficient medium to sustain their intangible cultural heritage. A 

tabulation of the measures, mediums and main target groups taken by the countries 

is as follows.
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Table 01: Methods using for cultural reservation in four countries

Table 1 indicates that television is a very important media using for sustaining 

and reviving traditional culture in these countries. Baudura, Hawkins, Pingree, 

Gerbner and Greenberg, as cited by Lachlan and Eith (2006), suggest that 

television has a huge impact on viewer’s perception of social behaviour and social 

reality and contributes to cultural norms. However, to the researcher, electronic 

games with their unique interactive function, integrated multimedia and popular 

appeal in youth, will exert a better impact than other medium for perpetuating 

culture. Choosing youth as a main target group is adopted internationally as a key 

strategy but the question remains which specific age group should be targeted? 

 

Although the measures taken by the Chinese government and local organizations 

have attracted some attentions to Beijing Opera, few young people are effectively 

Country Measures Mediums 
Mainly Target 

Group(s) 

Korea 
Protection of folk artists Performances, 

exploitation 

Youth 

Vietnam 
Collection, study, 

protection and restoration 

VCD, DVD, TV 

programs, games 

Local people 

Croatia 

Constructing culture 

centres, financing mass 

media, education, 

training and schooling 

Radio, television, 

newspapers, 

magazines, poster, 

sports  

Youth 

China 

Policy, performances 

living, songs matched 

with images, training, 

lectures 

TV program, VCD, 

performance, lecture 

College students and 

Children 
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engaged. Most audiences for Beijing Opera are people aged over 60, who became 

fans when Beijing Opera was popular. Beijing Opera may lose real support in 20 

years when these old amateurs pass away. 

Consequently, preserving and reviving traditional culture should be rooted in the 

young generation. The children and the youth can be educated to inherit intangible 

cultural heritage much easier than adults and they can carry on traditional culture, 

develop it and pass it onto future generations. According to statistics from 1996 

(Buchman & Funk) to 2007 (Australian Communications and Media Authority), 

children remain huge interest in electronic games. Electronic games have been 

showing their potentials in the leisure life of children. By designing a specific 

game on Beijing Opera, young people can learn the cultural knowledge of Beijing 

Opera through the playing fun. 

2.4 Summary

The decline of intangible cultural heritage in many countries has led UNESCO 

first and then separate nation to take actions to solve this problem. According to 

UNESCO (2003), the main measures of safeguarding intangible cultural heritage 

include “the identification, documentation, research, preservation, protection, 

promotion, enhancement and transmission”, and an effective way to safeguard 

intangible cultural heritage sustainably is “to ensure that the bearers of that 

heritage continue to transmit their knowledge and skills to younger generations”. 

Therefore, the medium chosen for delivering information must be taken into 

account seriously. That means, to enhance intangible culture in society, efficient 

educational means aimed at young people particularly must be adopted. Mass 

media, such as TV, radio, prints, VCD and DVD, are widely used in the world 
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to revive intangible culture. To the researcher, however, electronic games as an 

interactive media will exert a better impact for transmitting cultural heritage since 

it has already shown not only its magical power to attract today’s youth but its 

peculiar features for information delivery. 

To restate what the researcher mentioned earlier, from the long view, preserving 

and reviving traditional culture must be rooted in the younger generation. Only 

can the children and the youth bear the burden of inheriting precious cultural 

heritage, furthermore, developing it. It is a wise choice to choose youth as a main 

target group to generate a considerable result: but which specific age group should 

be the focus?

In the following chapters the researcher will examine why older children are 

chosen as the target group, what the possibility of using electronic game as the 

media tool is, and a design concept for an electronic game to address the project 

that the researcher has outlined. 
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3.0 INTANGIBLE CULTURE TRANSMISSION AND GAMES 

“Known to have been played as far back as prehistoric times, games are a 

universal part of human experience and present in all cultures as the origins of the 

Olympic Games tell us” (Dempsey et al., 1996, p, 66). Walker, cited by Kennerly 

(2003), states that “Darwin’s early description of evolution resembles a game”. 

According to Civallero (2007), games can be a very useful means of transmitting 

cultural information. He states that:

A much known game is the “cat’s cradle” or string figure, performed with 

a simple string bound by both ends and crossed among the fingers of both 

hands in order to create diverse shapes. Since each figure has a name and 

a meaning, the combination of several of them may be used to illustrate a 

story. This game is spread worldwide, but in Chaco region was very popular, 

and was also used in author’s libraries as a means of captivating young 

patrons’ attention, interconnecting different generations within community, 

recovering intangible heritage and creating one space more for the use of 

native language (Civallero, 2007, p. 3).

In this chapter, the researcher will give a condensed history of Chinese games and 

their rules before arguing why choosing an electronic game as a tool to transmit 

the elements of the Beijing Opera.

3.1 Games and Intangible Cultural Heritage

3.1.1 Games in Chinese Traditional Culture
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According to Dempsey (1996), Chinese started to play games around 3000 B.C. 

In China, a number of games play an important role in the leisure time of people’s 

life, and some of them have extremely intimate and profound connections with 

the long standing Chinese traditional culture. The most representative games are 

Mahjong and Drinking Games.

3.1.2. Mahjong

Mahjong is a game that originated in China and it is believed that Confucius, 

the great Chinese philosopher, developed it in about 500 BC but has absorbed 

subsequent cultural developments and history (Millington, 1993; Di, 2005). 

Mahjong comprises a set of Mahjong tiles which are divided into three genres: 

suit, honor and flower. Honor consists of Wind tiles and Dragon tiles. The three 

dragon tiles (Zhōng , Fā and Bái) represent Benevolence, Sincerity, and Filial piety 

respectively, which are three principal virtues valued by Confucius (Mahjong Info, 

2006). Mahjong involves skill, strategy, and intelligence, as well as knowledge 

of Chinese traditional culture. Di (2005) suggests that Mahjong’s game rules 

reflect Chinese cultural spirit and value. Also, the website mobiletechreview.com 

describes Emperor’s Mahjong, a very famous electronic game, as the following.

The graphics in this Mahjong game showcase many elements of Chinese 

culture. The 12 slots of the sphere in 6 themes follow the Chinese numbering 

tradition. The selection of the items in the spheres represents some very 

popular topics in Chinese culture (Mobiletechreview, 2002).

People play Mahjong in both traditional and modern ways with friends around 

tables or through computers, handheld, console or online. Whatever the play form 
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is, Chinese traditional culture is transmitted through game playing.

3.1.3 Drinking Game (Jiuling)

Drinking game, which is well known as Jiuling in China, has been another most 

popular game in Chinese people’s daily life since Tang dynasty. Dr. Rupert 

Thompson (1999) suggests drinking games in Western literature can be dated from 

Plato’s Symposium - The Drinking Party. The game involves a lot of intangible 

traditional culture, such as ritual, etiquette, riddle and classic poesy. For instance, 

Literary Jiuling, which is most sophisticated style requires players to ask riddles, 

connect idioms, compose couplets or verses, tell stories or jokes (China-Corner, 

2006). Kang (2005) insists that drinking game played a very important role in 

dissemination of the Yuan Musical Plays. Also, Shen (2004, p. 65) argues that the 

content of drinking game mixed with Tang Dynasty Poems, and he explains:

Drinking games were popular over the Tang Dynasty feast tables. As they 

began to be played in the form of verbal expressions accompanied by body 

movements, they gave rise to a large number of rhymed verses. These 

drinking game verses as created in set musical tunes promoted the literary 

practice of writing verses to pre-tuned music. Many of the Tang Dynasty 

poems therefore betray the evidence of the drinking game verses of the time.

In China the relationship between game playing and cultural conservation is 

already well established. During game playing, cultural information can be passed 

on among players highly efficiently within entertaining ambience. Today, many 

traditional games have been presented in electronic form and continue to deliver 

and conserve intangible traditional culture. The rest of this chapter argues why an 
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electronic game is preferred as a strategy to conserve and sustain Beijing Opera. 

3.2 The Commonness between Culture and Games

As mentioned above, intangible traditional culture and games have numerous 

ties. Few studies, however, have addressed using games as a medium to exert 

an impact of intangible traditional culture on children. The following discussion 

looks at how culture was formed, and how it works in society as a rule to instruct 

thinking and behavior of people. The rules of games from eastern and western 

culture will be examined to make the argument that there is a similarity between 

culture as a rule to instruct people’s thinking and behavior and game rules which 

control players’ actions. Thus, cultural principles can be transplanted into games 

as rules to exert an impact on game players. 

3.2.1 Culture Generated within Livelihood Activities, Skills and Knowledge

Culture is the product of human activity (Fobelova, 2000). “Culture takes diverse 

forms across time and space. This diversity is embodied in the uniqueness and 

plurality of the identities of the groups and societies making up humankind” 

(UNESCO, 2001, Draft UNESCO Declaration on Cultural Diversity). So, what 

generates cultural diversity? Differences of culture originally generated due to 

difference of region where human beings initially lived. The environment is a 

fundamental factor that leads culture to form in different ways determining what 

livelihood activities can be done (Fobelova, 2000). For instance, people living in 

an island generally have different culture with those in a mountainous area. As a 

mean of survival, fishing related attitudes, behaviours and customs defers from 

hunting as can be seen in Table 2.
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Table 02: Difference of livelihood activities, skills, and knowledge generates different 

customs, attitudes and religions in island and mountain area

To survive, people living in an island naturally relate with fish. Knitting and 

spreading net, rowing a boat, good or bad weather and sea tide became the most 

important part of their routine life. In such livelihood activities, people gained 

skills and knowledge, like how to cut trees to build a boat, what weather and 

seasons are good for catching fish. For example, Torres Strait Islander’s culture 

associated with the hunting of dugong and turtle, decorating with turtle shell and 

using wooden outrigger canoes as a transport to access reefs and islands (Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, 2007). Many attitudes, customs and religions 

originated from livelihood activities and through daily use are integrated with the 

broader social structure. 

Culture is a result of activities instructed by skills and knowledge. The following 

 
Livelihood Activities Skill & Knowledge 

Customs, Reorganizations, 

Religions 

Tools Places Objects 

Fishing Net, 

boats 

Sea Fish 

Net 

knitting & 

using, boat 

building & 

rowing, 

swimming 

Tide, weather, 

wind, kinds of 

fish 

Worship of  sea god, weather and 

boat related activities and 

celebrations, like boat racing, 

angling competitions, fear of 

hurricane 

Hunting 

Gun, 

forks 

Mountains, 

forests 

Animals, 

birds 

Shooting, 

trap 

setting, 

tracing 

Dog training,  

stock raising, 

habit of 

animals 

Worship of mountain god, fear of 

ferocious animals and dark nights, 

worship of fire, swap market, 

shooting competition, autumn 

collecting for winder, season and 

animal related activities and 

celebrations  

 



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

36

is a simple sketch of progress: 

EnvironmentgLivelihood activitiesgSkills & KnowledgegCulture

Regional differences result in different subsistence, skills and knowledge, which 

at last form a different culture. This is why a culture is often named after a region. 

Spradley and McCurdy (1987) have the similar viewpoints. They argue that the 

formation of culture is the progress of human beings to cope with their natural and 

social environment by means of their traditional knowledge. In Beijing Opera, 

both the stories and their presentation are grounded in Chinese history, culture and 

Confucian philosophy (Gao, 2003).

3.2.2 Culture as a Rule for Thinking and Behaviors

Once a culture is created, it normally acts as a rule of people’s routine life. 

Cultural differences fail to show without behaviors and language. For instance, we 

can not point out if there is any cultural difference between two naked people lying 

on beach unless their words and deeds show their culture background. Generally, 

people from American culture cherish personal freedom and independence. 

This feature of American culture originated from The Mayflower Movement, 

and further developed with Declaration of Independence, U.S. Constitution and 

Bill of Rights, which are named “Freedom Documents”. Bratcher (2006, p. 1) 

described as “Americans take a great deal of pride in their personal freedom and 

individualism, a belief in the primary importance of the individual so that the 

rights and interests of the individual take precedence over the rights or interest of a 

wider social group or government.” In contrast, under Chinese traditional culture, 

family is thought to be a core of life (Chen, 2008). Family members are willing 
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to sacrifice their own freedom and benefits for it. Therefore, it is clear that people 

mostly follow their cultural rule to handle matters, and rarely make a decision or 

take an action under other cultural rules. The following is a further sketch of the 

progress:

EnvironmentgLivelihood activitiesgLearn skills & knowledge

gCultivate culturegInstruct behaviors & Speech

As cultures reflect different national concepts, customs, and norms of behavior, 

cultural rules play a key role in defining national, regional and local differences.

3.2.3 Game Rules Instruct Players to Think and Behave 

Juul (2003, p. 1) defines a game as “a rule-based formal system with a variable 

and quantifiable outcome, where different outcomes are assigned different values, 

the player exerts effort in order to influence the outcome, the player feels attached 

to the outcome, and the consequences of the activity are optional and negotiable.” 

Indeed, “the heart of the computer culture is rule-governed worlds” (Turkle, 1984, 

p. 60). Game rules are a core part of the appeal of games. Generally, game rules 

decide if a game can be attractive or successful. Nearly every game developer put 

game rules as a priority decision. The reason why Dungeons and Dragons has 

been so popular is its great rules with many games adapting their rules (Game and 

life, 2004). 

Some game rules are quite obscure or complex. To win, game players have to 

find out rules and consider with variable situations before taking actions. During 

playing, they are rewarded or punished in game world according to the degree 
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they obey the rules or not. In fact, game playing is a process of finding, learning 

and taking advantage of the rules. Once a player masters a game’s rules and uses it 

as instructions to act, he or she can win easily. The process of game playing can be 

described as follows.

ActivitiesgLearn skills and knowledgegMaster game rulesgApply to actions

Some similarities emerge when comparing the process between fostering culture 

and game mastering. People may experience difficulties if they move into a 

different cultural environment. The behaviors instructed by their own cultural 

rules may be not acceptable by people from a different culture so they may be 

laughed at or even harmed. For example, lifting the index and middle finger with 

the back of the hand facing the recipient is an offensive gesture in Australian and 

other countries. However, in other regions including in China, the gesture may 

mean “victory” as V Sign, which is lifting the index and middle finger with the 

palm of the hand directed at the recipient, or simply two. People experience form 

of culture shock and they have to learn the new culture rules during their daily 

livelihood activities. Once they have mastered the new cultural rules and followed 

their behaviours, they will no longer experience difficulties. The more the way 

of thinking and behaviours are repeated, the stronger new culture rules are built. 

The similar situation happens to game players when they start playing new games 

especially those with different rules. They have to find the rules through exploring 

in games, for instance, move forward or backward, jump, pick up objects, hit 

and shoot. It is inevitable to lose points or even “die” at this stage, but meantime 

players will reveal the rules of the games via these activities. Once they find out 

the rules and take advantage of them to handle the situations the game becomes 

easier for them. Koster (2005, pp. 35-41) states that “Games are puzzles - they are 
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about cognition, and learning to analyze patterns… when you’re playing a game, 

it exercises your brain, but you’ll only play it until you master the pattern”. When 

the way they conduct repeats again and again during game playing the game rules 

are reinforced in players’ mind.

The similarities between cultural rules and game rules shed a light on the solution 

to revive and safeguard intangible traditional culture. Game players have to 

make choices so if cultural rules can be introduced into games and work as game 

rules, then these rules can be transmitted to players when they are playing, and 

potentially instruct their behaviors in reality. Koster (2005, p. 34) explains that:

Nobody is claiming that tic-tac-toe is a decent mimicry of warfare, for 

example. But the rules we perceive - what I’ll call the pattern - get processed 

exactly the same way we process very real things like “fire burn” and “how 

cars move forward.” We learn the underlying patterns, grasp them fully, and 

file them away so that they can be return as needed. 
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Player

Bow & Call Mr or Ms Call Mr or Ms

Meet teacher on the road

Lose some points Points no change

Sneered by Classmates 
& teacher feels uncomfortable

---------

Chinese Culture Applied in Game

American Culture Applied in Game

Option 1

Result Result
OK

Result

Option 2 Option 3

Call Name

Teacher feels very close &
has an good impression

Player

Bow & Call Mr or Ms Call Mr or Ms

Meet teacher on the road

Points no changeGain some points

Praised by Both Classmates
& teacher

Advantage ---------

Option 1

Result Result
OK

Result

Option 2 Option 3

Call Name

Blamed by Both Classmate
& teacher

Gain some points

AdvantageDisadvantage

Lose some points

Disadvantage
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Figure 02: Comparison of Chinese culture rule and American culture rule applied in 

game

The figure 2 demonstrates how a culture rule can be used as a game rule to affect 

the players’ choices. In Chinese culture, calling a teacher’s name is impolite and 

unacceptable. To transmit this culture to players, three options and results can be 

designed. 

A. Bow & Call Mr/Ms g Obtain 100 points

B. Call Mr/Ms g Obtain 0 point

C. Call Name g Lose 100 points

In order to win the game, players must choose option A, once they have found 

the rule. The situation will be opposite if American culture is used as a rule. Thus, 

intangible traditional culture can be easily implanted into the player’s mind while 

they are enjoying playing the game. When “a series of meaningful choices”, which 

is Sid Meier’s (Flinder Universtiy, 2007) definition of game, combine together 

to deliver cultural knowledge to players, games may show its more influential 

power than any other mass media as only games can practice a pattern and run 

permutations (Koster, 2005). As electronic games are one of the most popular 

forms of entertainment, and can be played on personal computers, game consoles, 

handheld systems, mobile phones and internet, it is reasonable to propose that 

games can be a useful tool to transmit intangible cultural heritage. Games have 

been established to be an efficient tool for delivering cultural heritage in Vietnam 

according to Dr Do (2005). Why older children (7-13 year old) were chosen for 

the researcher’s game concept and the relationship between children and game 

playing will be discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5.
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3.3 Choosing Electronic Games as a Tool for Cultural Transmission 

3.3.1 Electronic Games as New Media  

There are numerous arguments on positive and negative impacts of electronic 

games. Freedman (1984, p. 227) states that “there is not the slightest evidence that 

violent video games causes any long term or lasting increase in aggressiveness or 

violence.” Nevertheless, Anderson and Bushman (2001, p. 358) argue that “playing 

violent video games increases aggression in males and females, in children and 

adults, in experimental and non-experimental settings.” Obviously, the arguments 

on negative aspects of games generally focus on violent or sexual contents that 

games contain. In fact, this problem can be solved simply by avoiding violent 

and sexual contents. Greenfield (1984) insists that medias such as television 

and electronic games are not poor educators; on the contrary, they improve 

viewers and players’ cognitive skills and knowledge, which cannot be obtained 

through school. Now, more and more studies report the great positive potential of 

electronic games (Shaffer, 2006; Yuji, 1996; Graziano, et al., 1999). Many positive 

applications in education and health care have been developed (Rodriguez, 2006; 

Griffiths, 2002; Jones 1999; Brown et al., 1997). So what is the specific effect of 

electronic games on players? How can electronic games serve as a kind of tool to 

transmit culture information? 

3.3.2 The Effect on Cognitive Skills

According to a survey done by Australian Bureau of Statistics (2000), 69% 

Australian children played electronic games in 2000. In 2007, children playing 

video or computer games in Australia increased to 94%, and 77% of families 
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had a game console (Australian Communications and Media Authority, 2007). 

Strasburger and Wilson (2002, p. 119) state that “electronic games are now well 

established as one of the most popular choices in the array of leisure activities 

available to most children and adolescents”. Beentjes et al. (2001, p. 95) also 

concluded that “It has become the most frequently used interactive media”. 

Hostetter (2002) claims time spent on playing game impacts significantly on the 

cognitive development of children. He explains that:

Game generation children examine graphics first to learn about material and 

then read the text to add on to their understanding. This is a direct result 

of playing games in which the player is trained to get clues and learn from 

graphics. Previous generations were trained to read text first and then use the 

graphics as an add-on feature to enhance the text (Hostetter, 2002, p. 1).

Greenfield (1984) pointed out children’s cognitive skills such as observing and 

hypothesis testing, symbol and graphic decoding, multi-tasking were affected 

deeply by electronic games. These cognitive skills are important for children 

to comprehend and deal with mass information in fast changing modern days. 

Hostetter (2002, p. 1) states that “game players learn cognitive skills through 

problem - solving strategies such as observation, hypothesis, and trial and error 

by trying to figure out the rules of the game”. As the researcher discussed before, 

we may take advantage of this to implant cultural rules into game rules so players 

can learn cultural rules and apply them during playing. Meantime, symbol and 

graphic decoding skills and multi-tasking skills enable players to work out cultural 

symbols and graphics. 

3.3.3 How Electronic Games Help in Learning
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Culture is inherited by learning (Reisman, 2007). “Learning is the act or process of 

acquiring knowledge or skill by systematic study or by trial and error” (Dictionary.

com, 2006). Studies show that electronic games help players acquire knowledge 

and skills. For instance, Hostetter (2002, p. 1) states that:

Video games require the player to learn the rules through trial and error, 

observation, and hypothesis testing. These cognitive skills are essential skills 

in science called inductive discovery. In addition, Video games instruct 

children in decoding what symbols and graphics represent similar to learning 

what math or science symbols mean.

Simulation games, such as Hidden Agenda, SimEarth, Civilization and SimCity, 

have been employed as a learning tool around the world because they provide 

players with simulated situations in which players can exercise knowledge 

repeatedly without harm to get comprehensive understanding of real life activities 

and concepts. Nowadays, simulation games are also applied into many fields for 

training and teaching purpose. According to Macedonia (2003), since Mech War 

was introduced to the Arm War College in 1970, the U.S. military has incorporated 

simulation games into every war college and they have exerted a huge impact on 

the military’s education. Simulation games help players to learn knowledge and 

skills in a simulated virtual world so they can apply them in the real world later. 

Also, Sherwood (1988) suggests that adventure games also can be a great learning 

tool since players can manipulate, make decisions, discuss and simulate in the 

world of adventure games. Gee (2006, p. 11) described video games as “a new 

and highly effective learning system for serious purposes in and out of school.” 

Further, electronic games offer more options to entertain while teaching better 

than television and radio since the degrees of difficulty can be adjusted in games 
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to satisfied game players’ needs (Hostetter, 2002). Moreover, electronic games 

normally start with simple tasks to let players learn some basic knowledge and 

exercise basic skills. With knowledge accumulating and skills enhancing, harder 

tasks are given to players. This accords with learning processes and is good for 

accumulate knowledge.

For all of the above reasons, electronic games can improve learning environments. 

“Game-like learning environments are defined as authentic or simulated places, 

where learning is fostered and supported especially by integration of motivating 

game elements, such as challenge, curiosity, and fantasy.” (Gibson et al., 2007, p. 

5). By setting up clear goals and challenges and using criterion based assessments, 

games give players more control over the learning process (Bowman, 1982). 

Electronic games are also effective educational tools for children with disabilities. 

In game playing, players’ sense organs and mind are stimulated continuously 

by integrated graphic, sound and game mechanism. Electronic games can also 

develop and enhance disabled children’s eye-hand coordination skills (Rosser, 

2007; Lawrence, 1986), mathematical abilities (Elliott, 2002; Okolo, 1992), and 

visual-spatial cognitive skills (Prensky, 2003; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1994; 

Masendorf, 1993). 

3.4 Summary

Games have numerous ties with traditional intangible cultural Heritage. They are 

undertaken for enjoyment and used as a tool to transmit some kind of traditional 

cultural information can be traced back to prehistoric times. The reason why 

choose electronic games as transmitting tool is not only electronic games have 



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

46

become the most frequently used interactive media (Beentjes et al., 2001; 

Strasburger & Wilson, 2002), but also they impart a positive influence on learning. 

Through game playing, children learn some cognitive skills through problem 

- solving strategies, such as visual - spatial skills, trial and error, observation, 

hypothesis testing, decoding symbols and graphics, and multi-tasking, which 

are all important cognitive skills for children acquiring cultural knowledge. 

Simulation games and adventure games are well recognized learning and training 

tools which have been widely applied into education. Electronic games provide 

different levels of difficulty to suit the game player’s preferences or needs. The 

benefits that disabled children obtain by playing specially designed games also 

prove that games are great learning tools. So, if we want to design a game to effect 

intangible culture transmission, such as Beijing Opera for children, an electronic 

game should prove an ideal tool.
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4.0 OLDER CHILDREN AS TARGET GROUP

In Chapter 2 it was noted that to sustain a culture, there is no doubt about the 

fact that any culture will have a longer life if it can occupy the heart of its 

young people and in most countries children are considered ideal for reviving 

traditional cultural heritage (INCP, 2004). Researchers have found that culture 

cultivation starts from early childhood and is deeply affected by cultural values 

and experiences coming from family, community, nation and other environmental 

factors (Salonius-Pasternak & Gelfond, 2005). Therefore, the reason why older 

generation enjoy Beijing Opera is due to an interest cultivated during their 

childhood. By analyzing and comparing the different cognitive features of children 

and adults, as well as younger children and older children during the process of 

culture cultivation, in this chapter why older children (7 to 13 year old) should be 

chosen as target group to transmit intangible cultural heritage will be discussed.

4.1 The Process of Culture Cultivation

Tylor (1871) described culture from the perspective of social anthropology. He 

explained that “Culture or civilization, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom and 

any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (Tylor 

1871, p. 1). Another definition of culture is “the sum of attitudes, customs, and 

beliefs that distinguishes one group of people from another” (Hirsch Jr, etc, 2002, 

p. 431). Being a complex whole, in this research, the researcher only focus on 

one dimension of culture - the process of culture cultivation because the research 

evolves culture transmission and formation. As discussed in Chapter 3, culture is 

linked with everyday existence. For example, the culture of hunting community is 

different to that of a fishing community (See Table 2, p. 4, Chapter 3). So a child 

growing up in the hunting community will have different understanding of the 
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world to that of a child growing up in fishing community.

“Culture is transmitted through language, material objects, ritual, institutions, 

and art, from one generation to the next” (Hirsch, et al., 2002, p. 431). The 

transmission of a culture is a process of information delivered by various media. 

To an individual, culture cognition is formed through information collection, 

absorption and concept creation. In the following, the differences of cognitive 

features between children and adults, younger children and older children will be 

examined.

4.2 Comparison between Children and Adults  

Previous study demonstrated that, the culture cognition formed in the first 18 years 

of life plays a vital role in one’s life (Piaget, 1995). Moreover, culture cultivation 

in childhood is much easier and more efficient than in adulthood since there is a 

huge difference in cognitive features between children and adults.

4.2.1 For Children, Keen to Learn - More Information is Collected than 

Adults

Dorr found in 1986 (cited in Strasburger & Wilson, 2002, p. 12) that “a feature 

that distinguishes childhood from adulthood is the strong eagerness to learn that 

marks the early years”. Generally, information can be transmitted into a child’s 

brain without any subjective resistance even though sometimes it is inevitable for 

them to fail in transferring information due to ignorance or misunderstanding. In 

contrast, adults tend to filter and process information according to their experience, 

ideologies, culture and customs they formed when they were young (Baird, 1983). 

Thus, for adults, information is easily rejected or changed before planting it into 

mind (See Figure 3).
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Figure 03: Deference of Culture Reception between children and adults

4.2.2 For Children, Easy to Believe - More Information is Absorbed Than 

Adults

Another difference between children and adults is that children are more willing 

to believe the information provided to them. “Children are more likely to believe, 

learn from, and respond emotionally to media messages than more mature and 

discriminating adults” (Strasburger & Wilson, 2002, p. 13). In contrast, adults are 

media savvy and believe the information in terms of their acquired knowledge and 

experiences. 

4.2.3 Imitation of Behaviors in Culture Background

Imitation is an instinct which structures childhood experiences. Children start 

building their own internal “scripts” to imitate adult social life from 2 years old 

(Dalton, et al., 2005). Imitation helps children learn and practice behaviours. 

Wilson (2007, p. 1) explained that:

“... in their manner of speech and walking, in their habits of thought and 

feeling, in their grasp of their native language, imitation is one of the 

foundational laws of learning. The inborn ability of imitation makes children 

Children Adult

Information

Lost

Information

Rejected by existing
ideology and custom

Changed
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follow culture from their parents and community easily and quickly. Adults, 

however, are less willing to imitate as they grow old”. 

Undoubtedly, it is wise to choose children as a target group to hand on traditional 

culture. Comparing the features shown in information processing of both children 

and adults, it is obvious that children are more open to information than adults. 

In other words, information, including body language - behaviors, an aspect of 

intangible culture, is transmitted to them more efficiently and rapidly.

 

4.3 Comparison between Younger Children, Older Children

Piaget (1995) identified four stages in the cognitive development of children:

1.  Sensorimotor stage:  from birth to age 2 years (children experience the 

world through movement and senses and learn object permanence) 

2.  Preoperational stage:  from ages 2 to 7 (acquisition of motor skills) 

3.  Concrete operational stage:  from ages 7 to 11 (children begin to think 

logically about concrete events) 

4.  Formal operational stage:  after age 11 (development of abstract 

reasoning) (Piaget, 1995)

Based on the four stages, this research prefers to focus on children of two stages, 

which are younger children (2-7) and older children (7-13). There are five mental 

tasks involved in children’s cognitive activities: information selection, story 

construction, implicit cues inference, explicit and implicit cues, comprehension 

and information evaluation (Calvert, 1999, Collins, 1983, Strasburger & Wilson, 
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2002). This is quite similar to game playing where the cognitive activities can be 

divided into three parts: information collection, rule discovery, and choice making. 

To what extent the cultural information in a game can be delivered to target 

audiences accurately and rapidly depends on cognitive features and abilities of 

different age groups. Hence, the features of cognitive progressing of younger and 

older children will be examined to find out which group is the best for transmitting 

traditional culture through an electronic game.

4.3.1 Information Collection-Perceptual vs. Conceptual Processing

Younger children pay close attention to how things look and sound when they 

confront the mass media (Strasburger & Wilson, 2002). This cognitive feature 

of younger children results in attaining information partially or even incorrectly. 

Focusing on salient features of the objects in either the real world or scenes of 

movies, television and books, younger children fail to find and understand the true 

meanings of scenes. Further, younger children pay their attention to single feature 

so that they are more likely miss the most important information and cues, such 

as characters’ expression, language and behaviors (Strasburger & Wilson, 2002). 

This is the reason why younger children fail to comprehend the real meaning of 

scenes and stories. Thus, little cultural knowledge could be delivered to younger 

children since language and behavior are very important carriers for transmitting 

intangible culture. In contrast, older children are able to integrate the character’s 

appearance, behavior and motivation, and thus they develop their ability of 

conceptual processing (Hoffner & Cantor, 1985). Calvert, cited by Strasburger 

and Wilson, stated that “older children tend to be more selective in their attention, 

searching for cues that are meaningful to the plot rather than those that are merely 

salient” (Strasburger & Wilson, 2002, p. 20). This feature makes older children not 

only allocate their attentions to important cues but sequence the major events into 

a whole story to get better understanding about what they are watching.
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4.3.2 Information Integration and Comprehension-Concrete vs. Inferential 

Thinking 

From early childhood to middle childhood, children improve their cognitive 

abilities from concrete to inferential thinking (Collins, 1983). Because younger 

children generally focus on salient or explicit parts of scenes there is less 

possibility for them to link scenes together and extract events. In contrast, older 

children start to apprehend both explicit and implicit content and to focus more 

information that is central to the story line. Also, older children demonstrate their 

ability to link scenes and seek cues between characters’ motives, behaviors and 

consequences (Collins, Berndt & Hess, 1974; Collins, et al, 1978).

4.3.3 Information Evaluation-Singleness vs. Sophisticate

The ability of information evaluation is a further step of the children’s cognitive 

development. According to Potter (1998), older children are able to evaluate things 

using various norms but younger children tend to only use words “like” or “don’t 

like” to judge them. Developmental research demonstrates that “as children grow, 

they are able to hold increasing amounts of information in working memory” 

(Cowan et al. 1999; Kail, 1990, p. 1089). Thus, older children work more on 

information in their memories to appreciate and estimate behaviors and events 

(Dorr, 1980). 

4.3.4 Cognitive Features Applied in Game Playing

Collins and Hoffner, cited by Victor (2003), stated that “older children are 

better able than younger children to consider multiple cues within a scene 

or across several scenes when interpreting a television portrayal”. In game 

playing, inferential thinking is required in the following process of information 
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integration after information is collected by players. Younger children often tend 

to concentrate on salient features solely so that few cues related to the plot can 

be drawn. Compared with adults, younger children often recalled actions other 

than information about characters’ motives and goals (Van Den Broke, Lorch, 

& Thurlow, 1996). For instance, in World of Warcraft, players must notice the 

information provided by a non playing characters as cues to finding weapons 

and treasures. Therefore, electronic games will present a cognitive challenge to 

younger children because of their limited processing capacities. But as processing 

capacity improves throughout childhood, older children can simultaneously 

comprehend media contents and make cognitive and physical responses to them.

The cognitive features of older children also show their advantages when they 

handling mass media, especially interactive media such as electronic games. 

In game playing, right choices are made based on whole information provided 

through visual and audible signals. Any action led by incomplete information may 

cause a big loss or even fail. There may be fewer problems for younger children 

to the games that merely require hand-eye cooperation. Due to the games used 

for reviving intangible traditional culture normally involve more contents and 

requirements it is harder for younger children to cope with. Wright (1984) made 

the observation that older children can cope better with integration of information 

across rapid changes in time and place (Wright et al., 1984). Generally, the scenes 

in games are not orderly, and may change frequently when developing a plot, and 

helping the player to integrate all the information. 

Obviously, with younger children their cognitive disadvantages regarding 

information collection is a problem for the researcher’s strategy. Since parents 

spending more time on their work or social life nowadays, children have to learn 

knowledge from the mass media independently. Due to younger children’s limited 

cognitive abilities, they may only pay attention to the colorful costumes, sparkling 
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jewelled crowns, shining weapons or acrobatic fighting in Beijing Opera, thereby 

they will fail to gain the cultural knowledge of Beijing Opera.

4.4 Summary

Comparing the features regarding differences in information processing of children 

and adults, and younger children and older children, we can identify that children 

are more open to information than adults. Children are eager to learn, have less 

real-world experience, and have less developed cognitive skills, making them 

ultimately more vulnerable to media messages. Moreover, information, including 

body language - behaviors, is transmitted to them more efficiently and rapidly. 

As for younger children and older children, it is expected that interactive media 

such as computers will present a cognitive challenge to younger children because 

of their limited cognitive capacities. However, along with cognitive capacity 

increases throughout childhood, older children can simultaneously comprehend 

media contents and respond cognitively and physically to it. Therefore, the best 

choice for a target group to hand on traditional culture could be older children.
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5.0 CHILDREN AND GAME PLAYING

As discussed in Chapter 4, older children (7 to 13 year old) are regarded as the 

best group to hand on cultural heritage (Inhelder & Piaget, 1958; Hawkins, 1977; 

Collins, 1983; Siegler, 2005; Flavell et al. 1993). For better transmit culture 

knowledge to this target group, the game world created by designers must 

specially cater for their interests and concerns. In this chapter, the popularity of 

contemporary electronic games is discussed and the key factors which satisfy 

children’s psychological demand for electronic games are explored. In addition, 

common concerns about children playing electronic games are discussed and an 

account of how selected countries attempt to meet these concerns is given. The 

purpose of this research is to confirm that we can take advantage of electronic 

games to exert a positive cultural impact on children’s development while 

minimizing the negative influences.

5.1 The Popularity of Electronic Game among Older Children

 “As the first video game Space Wars demonstrated the possibility of using 

computers for fun, Steve Russell’s invention has had a profound impact on 

contemporary children’s culture” (Simon Fraser University, 1998, p. 2).

Electronic games are now part of children’s life and have become “the most 

frequently used interactive media” (Beentjes et al., 2001, p. 95). According to a 

German study on children’s use of media (Feierabend & Klingler, 2001), game 

playing is a mainly computer related activity among children between 6 and 13. 

“In a European comparative study carried out in 1997 and 1998, it found that on 

average children and young people between 6 and 16 in Europe spent 32 minutes 
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per day playing electronic games” (Fromme, 2003, p. 1). Another media use study 

was completed by the Kaiser Foundation (Roberts, et al., 1999) in US. Among 

8 to 18-year-olds, 55% of boys and 27% of girls reported playing console-based 

electronic games on a typical day, which indicates that electronic games have a 

magic power for children. Van Schie and Wiegman (1997) examined the game-

playing habits of children in the Netherlands. They found that for boys, 75% 

reported playing electronic games in a typical week. The figure of girls was 63%. 

About 30% of the boys and 9% of the girls reported more than 30 minutes of 

playing time in a typical day. These findings evidence a continuing popularity of 

electronic games among children.

A reliable figure for China about how many gamers and how much time the spend 

gaming is not available due to huge population and knowledge gaps between 

urban and rural areas. However, a survey done by 17173.com, which is the most 

authoritative web site on electronic games, shows the number of online gamers 

was 13.8 million in 2004 and is expected to reach 41.8 million in 2007 in big 

cities. The figure does not include non-online gamers and those in middle and 

small cities and countryside, so game playing in China is considerable. With 

growth in China’s economy and the electronic game industry, the potential for 

more and more children and youth to engage in game playing is enormous.

5.2 Why are Children Fascinated with Electronic Games?

Sherry Turkle argues that “for many people, what is being pursued in the video 

game is an altered state” (Turkle, 1984, p. 79). “It’s been established that games 

are generally fun, and that some can offer an escape from the real world, but 

within the framework of the game, there has to be some form of incentive to keep 
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them interested, and enjoying the experience” (Inzauto, 2007, p. 1). Why are 

electronic games so fun? William D. Winn, director of the Learning Center at the 

University of Washington’s Human Interface Technology Laboratory suggests 

that “children think differently from the rest of us. They develop hypertext 

minds. They leap around. It’s as though their cognitive structures were parallel, 

not sequential” (Prensky, 2001, p. 44). Hostetter (2002) asserts that curiosity, 

fantasy, interaction, and challenge are main reasons why game players are crazy 

about games. The researcher will consider these claims to better understand the 

psychological features of children and thereby to understand what psychological 

needs should be catered for in the game concept.

5.2.1 Curiosity and Fantasy

From a child’s viewpoint, the electronic game world is a fantasy world. Chandler 

(1994, p. 1) states that “it is a virtual environment in which pull of gravity 

may not exist, time may go backwards, and you may have nine lives. Magical 

transformation is also accessible: pigs can fly, people can disappear at once before 

your eyes or be transformed in monsters.” Without question, children are excited 

and curious to explore this fantastical world (Dorr, 1986).

5.2.2 Interactive System

Unlike other popular leisure activities, such as TV and film, electronic games are 

interactive: “open to influence by the player, who is not only a viewer but also a 

doer” (Chandler, 1994, p. 1). “When comparing video games and television was 

that they are very similar, except for games’ interactivity. Therefore, game playing 

would appear to have an added mental benefit” (Bowden, 2007). In game playing, 
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players take actions to interact with game events, such as finding treasures, 

catching animals, defeating enemies, and so on. By giving players more options 

to make change or create objects, some games, such as Final Fantasy or World of 

Warcraft, improve players’ immersion and create a richer embodied experience in 

the game world.

 

Electronic games provide children with a variety of characters and vivid 

environments, where their choice and control dominate. During game playing, 

children can build, destroy, occupy or kill objects by pressing keyboard or clicking 

mouse. All the reactions from game playing are made via children’s mental and 

physical manipulation. Turkle (1984) claims that when playing games the players’ 

mind and body are fused together just like in sport. “All physical player actions 

that are meaningful, and under some respect consciously taken. Examples are 

exploration, manipulation, modification and configuration” (Jorgensen, 2005, p. 2). 

No doubt children are stimulated during such process because what they gained 

depends on what they did. The captivating power of electronic games might lie in 

their interactive nature.

5.2.3 Challenge and Reward

In every electronic game, there are some sorts of goals - something one aims for 

and desires to achieve. After all, desire is the motivation for human behavior. 

Electronic game goals cater to the variability of our desire. Thomas Malone, cited 

by Greenfield (1984), suggests that the goal in games plays a key role to attract 

players. To achieve the aims, players show strong perseverance (Greenfield, 1984). 

Johnson (2004, p. 106) states, “With most electronic games, at every point you 

have to make decisions. You have to think about patterns and long-term goals and 
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resources, and then you make decisions and get feedback from the game, and use 

that to adjust your decisions”. A 12 years old gamer reported that “It’s great, the 

pace speeds up, the monsters usually get smarter or whatever, chasing you” (Turkle, 

1984, p. 65). By setting various goals and providing challenges, electronic games 

are more stimulating, interesting and attractive than other mass media. 

Multiple difficulty levels are basic and popular features of electronic games. 

To game players, reaching higher levels generally relates to rewards for hard 

or smart works. Reward systems have been widely employed to build game 

players’ confidence and endurance. These systems are mainly presented by 

point accumulation. In some games, points systems are embodied by a monetary 

concept to reinforce reward system. For instance, many massively multiplayer 

online role-playing games (MMORPGs) are using this system for attracting 

players and making large profits. With the development of electronic games, 

more reward systems are created in various ways to meet game players’ different 

psychological and physical needs. Constant rewards and encouragement are given 

when the appropriate choices are made in the game to attract children. Koster 

states that “Once getting through a level, children always proudly describe how 

they completed the task or survived from a ferocious animal” (Koster, 2005, p. 

89).

Achievement is vital to human beings, especially to children. Whatever the reward, 

spiritual or material, it is important. In fact, various rewards stimulate children to 

challenge their limits even with painstaking work sometimes (Holliday, 2003). 

Hostetter (2002, p. 1) states that “Games provide children with encouragement to 

achieve, through frequent feedback, by conquering a level or capturing an item. As 

a result, children’s self-esteem rises and they are left with a feeling of satisfaction 
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after conquering a level, mission or solving a mission”.

5.2.4 A platform of Children’s Communication

“Much video game play is social. Almost 60 percent of frequent gamers play 

with friends. Thirty-three percent play with siblings and 25 percent play with 

spouses or parents.” (Jenkins, 2005). According to Wright, Boria and Breidenbach 

(2002), some games exists a complex social world and may lead to build powerful 

relationships. In games’ world, children can learn from each other and handle 

their relationships with other characters controlled by computer or players. For 

shy children, they are given a place to freely express their opinions and develop 

confidence without having to be embarrassed. Game players are clear about the 

consequences of being in the game world. They can progress, lose points or “game 

over” as worst. Therefore, they can fully immerse and enjoy the virtual world with 

each others. 

Friendships can be built when children seek solutions or help from each other 

to conquer challenges (Shotton, 1989). Fromme (2003) found that children are 

introduced to game playing by their peers. Furthermore, those who play better are 

respected by others. The relationship based on games is quite solid and in some 

MMORPG games online role-playing is required of players to interact with one 

another in a virtual society (Wright, et al., 2002). 

Many game communities have been built based on different MMORPG games. 

In these virtual worlds, game players trade game objects, such as weapons, 

armors and ammunitions. Squire and Jenkins (2002) suggest that complex social 

structures are created through these activities which reinforce relationships 
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between games and game players. For children, it is a fascinating platform on 

which they share practices, language, resources, understandings, roles that emerge 

during the course of game playing. In summary, playing games affords children 

the means to interact with a world of relationships. 

5.3 The Influence of Electronic Games on Children

Playing games helps children to explore the world around them, and to learn about 

themselves while using their imagination and creativity (Stutz, 1996; Greenfield, 

1984). It can also be a great learning tool. However, a debate concerning the 

effects of electronic game playing needs to be considered. The concerns regarding 

children playing electronic games cluster around game violence (Irwin & Gross, 

1995; Federal Trade Commission, 2000), educational functions and health care 

(Robillard 2003; Griffith, 2002, Jones, 1999; Brown et al., 1997), as well as 

gender issues (Feng, 2006; Roberts, et al., 1999; Funk & Buchman, 1996). In 

the following, the positive and negative potential of electronic games will be 

discussed.

5.3.1 Negative Potential

5.3.1.1 Violence

Violence has become one of the biggest issues since some arcade games such 

as Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat were created. As the quality of images of 

games is dramatically improved and becomes more realistic, more concerns about 

negative impact on children are raised. Children have been targeted as consumers 

by gaming industry for violent electronic games according to an investigation 
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made by Federal Trade Commission of United States (2000). Irwin and Gross 

(1995) examined the immediate behavioral impact of playing a violent electronic 

game on younger children’s behavior, and found playing violent electronic 

games resulted in an immediate increase in aggressive behavior. Further, Kirsh 

(1998) claims that playing violent electronic games may lead children to develop 

aggressive behaviors by using cognitive analogues of aggression as a measure 

of success in playing violent electronic games. As for long-term effects of 

violent games, Anderson and Bushman (2001), and Gentile (2004) found that 

playing violent games raises player’s physiological arousal, aggressive thoughts, 

aggressive emotions, aggressive behaviors and decreases positive prosocial (i.e., 

helping) actions. 

5.3.1.2 Addiction

Addiction is another big concern about electronic games, especially massively 

multiplayer online role-playing games. In December 2004, Xinhua news agency 

reported a 13 year old boy jumped to his death from a 24 story high-rise after 

playing World of Warcraft continuously for 36 hours. According to Gunter and 

Furnham (1998), high addiction to electronic games can lead to lack of interest in 

other areas of children’s life, along with symptoms like impulse control disorder, 

withdrawal, loss of self control and so on. 

Griffiths (1996, p. 21) suggests that there are three main reasons why game players 

get addicted to electronic games. 

The addicted gamers who have poor imaginations need electronic games • 

to provide them with an imagination or fantasy. 
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The emotions of addicted gamers are easily affected by electronic games • 

as gamers involve in the game and take on the character of the game. 

Inner personality factor is another reason leading gamers to become • 

addicted. 

5.3.1.3 Health Risks

Some studies show electronic games also have negative effects on children’s 

health (Tazawa, et al., 1997; Greene & Asher, 1982). According to Thorsen 

(2005), game players may have both psychological and physical problems, such as 

depression, nervousness, fear, panic, agitation, sleep disorders, nausea, the shakes, 

pain and numbness in their hands. These problems can result from children 

playing too many electronic games and playing for long periods of time. In many 

case, children can recover from an absence of game play for a period of weeks. 

5.3.2 Positive Potential

Research found that electronic games have great positive potential for education 

and medical treatment. It is well known that electronic games have been widely 

used in educational field (Shaffer, 2006; Macedonia, 2003; Bowman, 1982; 

Bracey, 1992; Driskell & Dwyer, 1984). Specially designed games have proven 

to be excellent tools to treat children with mobility problems (Collins, 2008; 

Krichevets et al, 1994; King, 1993; Sietsema et al., 1993), like muscular dystrophy 

(Vilozni et al., 1994) and even brain damage (Loftus and Loftus, 1983).

5.3.2.1 Education Potential
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As the researcher discussed in Chapter 3, electronic games can improve children’s 

cognitive skills, such as observing and hypothesis testing skills, symbol and 

graphic decoding skills, multi-tasking skills and have been used in education field 

to help learning. After more than ten years of research in education and game 

science areas, Shaffer (2006) concluded that electronic games can help students 

to think in the way of some creative professionals such like lawyers, architects 

and doctors, training them to survive in a challenging world. Since Civilization, 

which was originally designed as a strategy game for entertainment, has been used 

to teach world geography and history, games designed for classroom use have 

increased. For instance, Games-to-Teach project, a project led by Randy Hinrichs 

at Microsoft Research and Henry Jenkins of MIT’s Comparative Media Studies 

program, designed a few conceptual educational games to help learning in science, 

mathematics, and engineering (Squire, 2002).

Electronic games have an excellent potential for education since they can 

provide students states of “flow”, which occurs in game playing while “skills and 

challenges are progressively balanced, goals are clear, feedback is immediate and 

unambiguous, and relevant stimuli can be differentiated from irrelevant stimuli” 

(Bowman, 1982, p. 15). By contrasting game players who are engaged in states 

of flow with students in traditional school environments, Bowman found that the 

former is more active and passionate than the latter. Also, Fletcher-Flinn (1995) 

argued that computer-assisted instruction has a modest advantage over traditional 

instruction.

Electronic games can also arouse children’s interest or curiosity in other fields. 

Children tend to start learning the knowledge related to game devices, such as how 

to install or uninstall softwares, change settings, upgrade or even build computers. 
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Meantime, some contents of games may intrigue players’ interests on science, 

history, and so on. Gee (2003) claims that children start reading mythology 

books or chatting about mythological figures after playing a game called Age of 

Mythology. “History can come alive to a player participating in the game” (Sohn, 

2004, p. 1).

5.3.2.2 Health Care

Studies show that children’s health care can be improved by playing health 

education and disease management electronic games (Griffiths, 2002, Thomas, 

Cahill, & Santilli, 1997; Brown et al, 1997). According to Game for Health 

organization (2008), game maker Redoctane released a new version of its popular 

game Guitar Hero to help arm amputee rehabilitation, and Red Hill Studios use 

a game called PDWii to treat Parkinson’s patients. Meantime, electronic games 

are also utilized to treat mental health problems such as autism, attention deficit 

disorder and impulsivity (Wright, 2001). A research led by Robillard (2003) found 

that some scenes in electronic games, such as Unreal Tournament and Half-Life, 

can be used to build virtual reality worlds to treat arachnophobia, claustrophobia, 

fear of hight and other mental problems.

5.4 Game Censorship

With the rapid development of computer science and technology, electronic 

games have evolved from the earliest single simple plane bitmap arcade games 

Computer Space (1971) and Pong (1972) to today’s World of Warcraft and Final 

Fantasy, which contain extremely dynamic three-dimensional and life-like level 

images. As well, the content of electronic games has become more complex, 
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and referencing adult themes, such as violence and sex. As electronic games 

have become a common leisure choice for children, game censorship is vital to 

ensure children remain unharmed while they enjoy the benefits of game play. 

Thus, the electronic game industry is under pressure from parents, lawmakers and 

governments (Funk, et al., 1999). According to widely differing social conditions, 

countries have different game censorship regimes. In this research, three countries, 

Australia, China, and United States, were selected to compare their differences in 

terms of game censorship so as to better design the researcher’s game. In China, 

there is a strong centralised government which determines what is allowable in 

all things cultural. The comparison will show what is allowable in China and 

to what extent censorship impacts on the design of games in developed market 

(U.S.A) and an emerging market (Australia), the latter identified as emerging by 

House of Representatives Standing Committee on Communications, Information 

Technology and the Arts report on June 2004 From reel to unreal: future 

opportunities for Australia’s film, animation, special effects and electronic games 

industries. 

  

5.4.1 Game censorship in Australia

In Australia, the Classification Board and the Classification Review Board, which 

are both independent statutory bodies, are in charge of classifying media works, 

such as films, videos, computer games and publications (Classification.gov.au, 

2002). To electronic games, only the ones which are rated G, PG, M or MA 15+ 

may be sold, hired or demonstrated. Electronic games with strong violence, sexual 

content, nudity and crime encouragement may not be given classification. The 

website of Australian government-classification.gov.au (2002) explains the game 

ratings and classifications as followed:
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E - The “E” rating indicates material that is exempt from classification. • 

Games exempt from classification usually include online titles in which 

the content cannot be regulated, and educational games. 

G - The “G” rating indicates material that is for general play. Violence • 

must “have a low threat and be justified by context”, sexual activity, 

nudity and drug use may only be “very discreetly implied”, and coarse 

language must be “very mild and infrequent”.

PG - The “PG” rating recommends parental guidance for young • 

players. It is more relaxed in all categories. Violence should be mild 

and infrequent, and drug use and nudity should be justified by context. 

Coarse language must be mild and justified by context. 

M - The “M” rating is recommended for mature and moderately young • 

audiences, around the teen years. Language is relatively free, and sex 

may be moderately implied, and there is somewhat more violence 

present. Sexual violence must be limited. Drug use can be depicted in 

context. This is the highest unrestricted rating.

MA15+ - The “MA15+” rating is restricted to those 15 years and over, • 

meaning those under 15 cannot legally play or buy the game without 

being accompanied by a parent or legal guardian. It can contain strong 

gruesome violence if justified by context, strong implication of sexual 

activity, much coarse language. 

In Australia, R18+ or X18+ category are not available for electronic games under 

the regulation of the Office of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC). Also, 

classification will not be issued for any game that exceeds MA15+ category 

(Classification.gov.au, 2002). It means that this category cannot be published and 

sold in the country. Some games have been banned by government. For instance, 
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Grand Theft Auto: III was banned in 2001 for its sexual violence and Marc Ecko’s 

Getting Up: Contents Under Pressure was banned for encouraging crime.

5.4.2 Game Censorship in China

In China, media censorship is a very important measure to maintain the stability 

and development of the country. Media works contain any content of breaching 

basic principles of the constitution or threatening state security, and so on will be 

banned. Also, proper morals have been taken into account largely since Chinese 

people are deeply affected by Confucius and Mencius’ thought. It means that 

censorship in China features tougher restriction against pornography and violence. 

To electronic games, the Ministry of Culture, the State General Administration of 

Press and Publication and anti-porn and illegal publication offices work together 

to screen both imported and domestically produced games that may: 

Violate basic principles of the Constitution • 

Threaten national unity, sovereignty and territorial integrity • 

Divulge state secrets • 

Threaten state security • 

Damage the nation’s glory • 

Disturb social order • 

Infringe on others’ legitimate rights • 

As Chinese massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) has 

become the fastest-growing industry in the world, censorship regulation is facing 

new issues like game addiction. To solve this problem, a “fatigue technique” has 
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been introduced compulsorily in online games to limit game players to 3 hours of 

consecutive play. Game players’ characters’ abilities will be limited after playing 

three hours, and will lose character’s total capacities if playing more than five 

hours. A five hours break must be taken otherwise they cannot return to the game 

with the character back to full capacity. Some game severs block game players by 

their account numbers of IP addresses to ensure they have a break. Also, Chinese 

government have set up and applied regulations to prohibit children and teenagers 

playing game in internet bars (Chinese Ministry of Culture, 2007).

5.4.3 Game Censorship in United States

In United States, electronic games are not legally obliged to be censored, but most 

game makers submit their products for classification to the Entertainment Software 

Rating Board (ESRB), which was established in 1994 by the Entertainment 

Software Association (ESA) (Entertainment Software Rating Board, 1994). 

ESRB plays a very important role in classifying electronic games, and it assigns 

more than 1,000 ratings very year. A study conducted by Peter D. Hart Research 

Associates in 2007 showed ESRB ratings is well known, and is regularly referred 

for buying games by American parents with children who play electronic games. 

Three-quarters parents reported checking the ESRB rating every time to make 

decision whether to purchase or rent a game for their children (Peter D. Hart 

Research Associates, 2007).

Under ESRB rating system, classifications are given based on pertinent content 

in games. The rating is composed of rating symbols (indicates best suitable age 

group) and content descriptors (explains concerning contents) (Entertainment 

Software Rating Board, 1994). The ratings provide parents and children with a 
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criterion so they can refer to it to make a right decision which game should be 

purchased or play. 

ESRB (2007) states its game ratings and classifications as following:

EC — Early Childhood: Contains content that may be suitable for ages 3 • 

and older. Games that fall under this rating are specifically intended for 

young children and are usually educational in nature. 

E — Everyone: Contains content that may be suitable for ages 6 and • 

older. Titles in this category may contain minimal cartoon, fantasy or 

mild violence and/or infrequent use of mild language. 

E10+ — Everyone 10+: Contains content that may be suitable for ages • 

10 and older. Titles in this category may contain more cartoon, fantasy 

or mild violence, mild language, minimal and/or infrequent blood and/or 

minimal suggestive themes.

T — Teen: Contains content that may be suitable for ages 13 and older. • 

Titles in this category may contain violence, suggestive themes, crude 

humor, blood, simulated gambling, and/or infrequent use of strong 

language.

M — Mature: Contains content that may be suitable for ages 17 and • 

older. Titles in this category may contain intense violence, blood and 

gore, sexual content and/or strong language.

AO — Adults Only: Contains content that is suitable only for adults. • 

Titles in this category may include prolonged scenes of intense violence 

and/or graphic sexual content and nudity.

RP — Rating Pending: Product has been submitted to the ESRB and • 

is awaiting final rating. This symbol appears only in advertising and/or 
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demos prior to a game’s release.

5.4.4 Comparison 

We can see many differences between three countries about their rating systems 

from the table 3 and 4. The government takes control of game censorship in 

both China and Australia but not USA. Also, in United States, there is no legal 

obligation for game makers to get a rating for their games before publishing 

and selling, and its ESRB ratings system has the largest extension up to “Adult 

Only”. In another words, American game players have wider choices than their 

counterparts. Due to Chinese government’s strict control of media and influence 

from traditional proper moral, the game players in China have the smallest range 

of games to choose even though there is no rating system available.

Table 03: Controller, organization and requirement of classification in China, Australia 

and United States

China Australia United States 

Controller Chinese government Federal goverment Nonofficial body 

Organization 
The Ministry of Culture Classification Board 

and Classification 
Review Board 

Entertainment Software 
Rating Board  

Requirement of 
Classification 

No classification now Compulsory No legal obligation 
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Table 04: Rating of censorship in China, Australia and United States

5.5 Summary

In this research, since older children are regarded as the best group to hand on 

intangible cultural heritage, the related methods must cater for their interests and 

psychological character. Electronic games have become a part of children’s life 

and are the most frequently used interactive media and consequently are ideal for 

China Australia United States 

Requirement of 
Classification 

No classification now Compulsory No legal obligation 

Rating At present, no rating 
system about games, but 
has a anti addiction 
system for online game 
playing. 

E - educational games.  
G - general play.  
PG - parental guidance for 
young players.  
M- for mature but 
moderately young 
audiences, around the teen 
years. This is the highest 
unrestricted rating. 
MA15+ - is restricted to 
those 15 and over 
meaning those under 15 
cannot legally play or buy 
the game without being 
accompanied by a parent 
or legal guardian.  

EC — Early Childhood: 
for young children and 
are usually educational in 
nature.  
E — Everyone: for ages 
6 and older.  
E10+ — Everyone 10+: 
for ages 10 and older.  
T — Teen: for ages 13 
and older.  
M — Mature: for ages 
17 and older.  
AO — Adults Only: only 
for adults.  
RP — Rating Pending: 
This symbol appears only 
in advertising and/or 
demos prior to a game's 
release. 

The restriction 
of rating 

No rating system now. Any game that exceeds 
the MA15+ classification 
would be automatically 
Refused Classification and 
banned. 

Any game got 
classification 

Banned reasons Violating basic principles 
of the Constitution, 
threatening national unity, 
sovereignty and territorial 
integrity, divulging state 
secrets, threatening state 
security, damaging the 
nation's glory, disturbing 
social order and infringing 
on others' legitimate 
rights. 

Nudity of any description 
is not allowed, nor is 
sexual activity. 

There are no banned 
games, but have classified 
titles so that consumers 
may make an informed 
choice over their gaming 
purchases for both 
themselves and their 
families. 
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passing on intangible cultural heritage. Viewing from the psychological point of 

children, electronic games create a fantasy world where it can meet the curiosity of 

children, provide children with encouragement to achieve goals through frequent 

challenge and rewards, and set up a platform of communication for children by its 

unique interactive system comparing with other media. 

Though some studies evidence negative effects of game playing, such as violence, 

addiction and related health risks, these effects can be managed through regulation 

and content management and there are equally contrary arguments. Indeed, the 

negative potential is mainly caused by violent and sexual content in games. These 

problems are of minimal consideration for Beijing Opera as there are no scenes 

of sexual intrigue and the violence portrayed is highly symbolic and conveyed 

by gesture. Now, more and more countries have constituted their own game 

censorships to help children keep away from the harmful electronic games. An anti 

addiction system for online gaming is used in China and is a new way to reduce 

health risk on gamers, and it can be introduced into non online games as well. 

Children can be provided with games that can entertain and benefit them. The key 

point is that game makers continue to develop the positive potential of electronic 

games while remaining aware of possible unintended negative effects (Griffiths, 

2002; Anderson & Bushman, 2001). 

By comparing and contrasting the features of three countries, China, Australia 

and United States, we can see many differences, which can be referred when the 

researcher’s game is designed. Therefore, the game can be in accordance with 

classification requirements of many countries. Thus, the game can be published 

not only in China but also in western countries to raise awareness of culture 

protection and to transmit cultural heritage.
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6.0 DESIGN CONCEPTS FOR GAME OF BEIJING OPERA-

OPERA STAR

This chapter outlines the conceptual basis for the design of the electronic game 

Opera Star. Drawing on the arguments of the previous chapters, and in accordance 

with an action research paradigm, the chapter details the findings of further action, 

a survey used to refine how an electronic game could revive intangible traditional 

culture. In Chapter two the need and some strategies adopted to arrest the decline 

in intangible culture globally was given. A key strategy was to target younger 

people to embrace intangible cultural heritage. Chapter three argued that as games 

are played in almost every society and sometimes as a means to impart traditional 

cultural knowledge, the current enthusiasm for electronic games generally should 

be positively embraced as a strategy to target a younger generation. It was argued 

that games provide adequate and useful instruction through problem solving and 

by requiring the player to employ a variety of skills – visual spatial, trial and error, 

observation, hypothesis testing and decoding signs. Educationally, electronic 

games have additional benefits in providing entertainment while learning and 

enabling children to work at differing levels of difficulty. Chapter four argued 

that older children are the best suited to be the target group for this project, and 

Chapter five stated that the positive effects of game playing can match the negative 

effects.     

6.1 A Survey Regarding Electronic Games Played by Older Children

Armed with the above awareness, the researcher did a survey regarding 

electronic game playing among students from Affiliated Primary and Middle 

School of Shandong Normal University in October, 2005. These students aged 
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from 7 to 13, had access to computers and game consoles both in arcades and at 

homes everyday. There were 100 students chosen for the survey (the details of 

questionnaire included in the appendix 1).

It shows 91 % children are interested in playing games. Some boys said that they 

were crazy about electronic game and normally played a half hour to one hour 

daily. Teachers from the school said most of students had greater passion for 

game playing than study, and showed their concerns that students spent so much 

time on game playing that it could affect their study. However, both the teachers 

interviewed by the researcher admitted that students did acquire knowledge 

and skills from playing games and even changed their behaviors positively. For 

example, teacher Chen said that he noticed some students started to intervene 

to prevent bullies after they played a popular game Legend, in which a player 

assumes the role of a knight who wanders in search of adventures to prove his 

chivalry. Also, nearly nine out of ten students said they got knowledge and 

skills from playing electronic games. Hence, teaching and learning can be more 

interesting and efficient if games are adopted for training skills and teaching 

knowledge by the Chinese education system. Even though educational software is 

available at school it is often ignored as a teaching tool. 

The researcher found that adventure games and role playing games are the most 

favorite game categories among the students. According to an online survey 

from the 17173.com web site, role-playing games and strategy games are ranked 

number one and two respectively. It revealed that role-playing games can attract 

more players than others, and it maybe demonstrates that there is an inherent 

characteristic in human beings, which is to take on other roles so they can 

experience different lives. Nearly 90 percent of respondents chose the cartoon 
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style as their favorite. One boy surveyed wrote that children love watching and 

imitating the cartoon “because they feel much easier to understand and learn 

from them”. One girl the researcher spoke with said that cartoon games are more 

attractive because “the characters are much more funny and vivid than ones in 

filmic games”. Indeed, it is not only children who like the cartoon style. Adults 

do too. Much popular and academic literature emphasizes that gameplay is a most 

vital factor in keeping gamers sticking to games, yet the researcher found that 

characters and the story line in games are main factors which attract the students. 

This indicates that younger players pay more attention on what characters look 

like and how stories evolve, develop and end. To Beijing Opera, fewer respondents 

knew basic knowledge about it and nobody played a game regarding to it. 

The popularity of electronic games showed in the survey establishes the potential 

of electronic games to revive and safeguard intangible traditional culture. Role 

playing games and adventure games are favored by boys and girls. The two genres 

and children’s preference for cartoon representation informed the researcher’s 

game design and will be expanded later in this chapter. It is a real challenge to 

make Beijing Opera popular because Chinese teenagers lack basic knowledge of 

it. Nonetheless it was encouraging to find that 78 percent of students were willing 

to try if there was a game about Beijing Opera.

The rest of this chapter details the formal design elements of the game Opera Star 

in terms of game genre, story, rules, setting, characters and visual style. Opera 

Star will provide players a chance to explore and acquire knowledge of Beijing 

Opera. By wandering in China’s capital city - Beijing, visiting different places 

and people, and offering challenges, Opera Star works much the same as other 

exploring types of games, such as The Millionaire of Three Kingdoms, but what 
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will make the game different from games of that type is the idea of traditional 

culture transmission.

6.2 Game Name

There are three names, Journey of Lucky Star, King of Beijing Opera and Opera 

Star, which have been considered since the project started. Opera Star was chosen 

for the following reasons: 

Firstly, there are a great number of fans of hundreds of local operas in China, 

which exert a huge impact on their descendants since as a rule they decide what 

games should be chosen and bought for their children or grandchildren. Using 

“Beijing Opera” as the game’s name will lead local opera fans to think it is only 

a game of Beijing Opera so they may not buy or play it. Indeed, the knowledge 

of local operas is integrated into the researcher’s game and players can choose 

the local opera troupe that they want to start with. Therefore, choosing “opera” is 

suitable for the game.

Secondly, with Xipi and Erhuang being commonly considered as foundation 

of Beijing Opera, “opera” offers a wider scope from which Beijing Opera was 

developed. During the formation, Beijing Opera also absorbed many famous 

Chinese local operas, such as Kunqu, Qinqiang, Gaoqiang, Luantan, Yiyangqiang 

and etc (Liu, 1985). The story of the game is concerned with some knowledge 

of the historical formation of Beijing Opera. By introducing the background 

knowledge of Beijing Opera, the game enables players to learn where, when and 

how Beijing Opera formed and developed. 
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Finally, the word “star” creates psychological appeal for game players encouraging 

role playing. A recent questionnaire among year 6 to 12 students shows that nearly 

a third of students choose movie and singer stars as their idol, which is followed 

by sport star ranked as the second favorite choice (CYCS, 2007). The number one 

rating TV program in China is “Super Female Singer” which indicates the desire 

of the younger generation to become a star in China. The program is as the same as 

Australia Idol and American Idol, which provide a chance to the masses to be “pop” 

stars. One can understand why. Under huge pressures from their study, most of the 

younger generation feel bored and depressed in their routine lives (Qi, 2006). The 

lifestyle of stars reported in the media seems more colorful and exciting. In fact, a 

dream of becoming a star is a relief from unbearable work load and boring routine 

life. Meantime, in China, the ranking system implemented at school makes the 

youth frustrated since only one person can get number one. Longing to become 

a star actually reveals their wish to succeed. Further, the reasons of using “star” 

in the title are not only to satisfy the psychological demands of youth but also to 

illustrate that the game instances a way to become a star, albeit in a past age. Used 

in conjunction with other teaching programs, such desire can become the basis of 

an investigation of contemporary stardom. 

6.3 Game Genre

According to Wolf (2000), electronic games can be categorized into eight genres 

based on their gameplay (See Figure 4).
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In fact, games also can be classified into different genres according to different 

view of point. For instance, games named as massively multiplayer online role-

playing games (MMORPGs) are based on the way game players interact with 

other players, whereas educational games feature knowledge as their reward. 

However, categories of game often overlap. For example, Civilization is essentially 

a strategy game as it requires careful and skillful judgment and schemes in order 

to win. However, it could also be considered as an educational game because it 

rewards players with knowledge of national history, culture, economy, military 

and so on. Gameplay is an important factor in games design determining how a 

game can be played and what the categories it can be marketed as to the game 

industry. 

As the purpose of Opera Star is transmitting intangible culture - Beijing Opera 

through game playing, the educational function in the game must be priority. 

It seems that a simply education game could be a right solution in this case. 

However, education game is a huge category. Such games can be used to teach 

skills, techniques, history, mathematics etc. For instance, the way used for 

teaching driving skill is unlikely to be as the same as mathematics. So what kind 

of gameplay, in another word, what sort of game chosen as a best way to fulfill 

a specific educational purpose has to be taken into serious consideration. In the 

following sections features of game genres will be examined to find out which 

ones are suitable for cultural transmission.

Games used for protecting intangible culture have to be analyzed in terms of 

information transmission, for information delivering is one of most effective 

means of reviving traditional cultures (UNESCO, 2003). For fully account of 

how games exert an impact on players and what information and skills can be 
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attained through playing have been examined in Appendix 3. In the following, 

why adventure games and role-playing games are chosen as the researcher’s game 

categories will be discussed.

Generally adventure games are structured by a simple point and pick interface, 

detailed worlds and casual pace. In this gameplay, players are given more time 

to read information, examine environments and think over the solutions so more 

information could be harvested by players. “An Adventure Game is about using 

your mind instead of your trigger finger; about testing your clever thinking and 

creative problem solving instead of your dexterity and reflexes” (Adventure 

Games Coalition, 2002, p. 1). Meantime, the gameplay is suitable to new game 

players, especially appealing to children. The narrative stories in adventure games 

satisfy the need of children’s curiosity. In addition, slow pace and point and pick 

give easier access to young players.

“A role-playing game (RPG) is a game in which each participant assumes the role 

of a character, generally in a fantasy or science fiction setting, that can interact 

within the game’s imaginary world” (Whatis, 2006, p. 1). These games generally 

provide players with ample information and knowledge related tasks. This 

genre can be utilized as a perfect tool for delivering knowledge and skills. The 

information given is comprehensive, and players have to handle all the information 

integratedly. For instance, in World of Warcraft, once a player chooses dwarf as 

his race, all the cultural information concerned with dwarves will be granted to 

the player, such as the original location (beneath the snow-capped mountains of 

Khaz Modan), personalities (“revel in the prospects of battle and storytelling, 

fight for friends and allies with unmatched courage and valor” (Worldofwarcraft.

com, 2004)) and occupation. To win the game, the player must analyze all the 
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information to learn knowledge, skills and deal with the relation with other races.

Table 05: Comparison of game genres in term of game requirement and ambience

With the comparison and analysis of all the game genres in Table 5, it is self-

evident that action games, fighting games, platform games and simulation 

games requisite mostly eye-hand cooperation of players. On account of this, the 

atmosphere of these games is often comparatively tense and fierce, and rhythm 

is fast. Adventure games, role-playing games and strategy games provide more 

information so they challenge players’ ability to master and utilize information. 

Therefore, the rhythm of these games are relatively relaxing than that of the 

former games and can give players more time to memorize, analyze, and utilize 

the information provided. Strategy games are generally suitable to senior 

 Game Mainly Required Game Ambience 

Action Games  Eye-hand Cooperation Tense 

Adventure Games Eye-hand Cooperation & Information 

Master 

Mild or Relaxing 

Fighting Games Eye-hand Cooperation Tense 

Role-Playing Games Eye-hand Cooperation & Information 

Master 

Mild or Relaxing 

Platform Games Eye-hand Cooperation Mild or Relaxing 

Simulation Games Eye-hand Cooperation Tense / Mild / Relaxing 

Sports Games Eye-hand Cooperation Tense / Mild / Relaxing 

Strategy Games Eye-hand Cooperation & Information 

Master 

Tense or Mild 
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game players as they require massive intelligence and processing abilities. The 

researcher’s survey shows that adventure games and role-playing games are most 

favorite ones for older children. Since the purpose of Opera Star is to transmit 

traditional culture to older children, adventure games and role-playing games are 

suitable models for this project. 

6.4 Game Style

The reasons for using a cartoon style in Opera Star are many. Firstly, cartoons 

are one of the most favorite art forms among children despite a long history of 

debate about the influence of cartoons on children from Frederic Wertham’s 1954 

publication The Seduction of the Innocent onwards. The researcher’s survey shows 

that 89% of children prefer cartoon style games. Cartoons not only catch children’s 

eyes through simple graphics, vivid colors, but also attract their interests with 

lovely characters, exaggerated facial emotions and actions. Secondly, there are 

some similarities between the cartoon and Beijing Opera. Beijing Opera regards 

characters as the center of performance, focuses more on characters’ movement 

and expression, and uses quite simple settings and props. These characteristics 

are extremely similar to the expressive forms of many cartoons. Additionally, 

colors in Beijing Opera are inclined to be monochromatic and highly saturated in 

makeup, dress, props and setting, which is very close to cartoons in this respect, 

so adoption of cartoon style in Opera Star will make its vision and expression 

familiar to children.

6.5 Game Story

The design of the story and setting totally depend on the purpose of the game, 
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namely to propagate traditional culture - Beijing Opera. The time, place and plot 

in the game are set in the period of Qianlong in Qing Dynasty, on the occasion 

of the 80th birthday of Emperor Qianlong. In the game world Qianlong issued 

the imperial edict that the best theatrical troupe in the country would have an 

opportunity to enter the palace and be guests at his birthday party. Players must 

successively negotiate obstacles from which they can learn and master various 

kinds of Beijing Opera knowledge. By doing that they accumulate the necessary 

points to gain access to the emperor’s palace. 

 

6.5.1 Time: Qianlong 55th Year (A.D.1790), Qing Dynasty

The reasons to set the time in Qianlong 55th year (A.D.1790) are as follows. 

Though there are a lot of dispute about the exact forming time of Beijing Opera, 

most scholars insist that it was in the period of Qianlong that various kinds of 

folk operas were most active (Ma, 1985). Beijing Opera took shape finally as a 

combination of these folk operas. The year 1790 was the 80th birthday of Emperor 

Qianlong who played a very important role in the formation of Beijing Opera. 

As a theatergoer, Emperor Qianlong issued imperial edict to invite best theatrical 

companies in the country to come to the capital to celebrate his birthday. Folk 

theatrical companies from all over China gathered in Beijing. Many famous artists 

and actors absorbed and adopted the strong point of other types of drama, and 

performed as guest actors in other theatrical companies, which in turn greatly 

accelerated the formation of Beijing Opera. Another important reason for choosing 

this time is that children mostly enjoy birthday parties, and this can be utilized to 

strengthen the appeal to children, thus to further the transmission of traditional 

culture.
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6.5.2 Place: Beijing

Beijing is chosen as a place where the story starts since Beijing is the cradle of 

Beijing Opera. There were many Beijing Opera related figures and events there. 

Many local troupes came to Beijing to perform in Qing Dynasty on imperial 

occasions, such as weddings, funerals and birthdays. These activities accelerated 

the formation of Beijing Opera. In addition, Beijing is not only the capital of 

modern China, but also the capital of the most dynasties in Chinese history. 

Historical Beijing has always been a place hoped and yearned for and attending 

the Emperor’s birthday party in the imperial palace in 1790 will engage children’s 

imagination.

6.5.3 Synopsis of the Story

Four characters can participate in Emperor Qianlong’s birthday party. Rather than 

reproduce a school environment where children study to pass an examination, 

in the game children are given sets of challenges that require them to gather 

knowledge of Beijing Opera. The game is based around four major roles in Beijing 

Opera - Sheng, Dan, Jing, and Chou. Player(s) will control the four characters 

respectively, going through various kinds of incidents and tests. During game 

playing, the knowledge and culture concerning Beijing Opera will be transmitted 

constantly to players, and the players will not be given access to the imperial 

palace theatre to celebrate Emperor Qianlong’s birthday party until the counts 

accumulate to a certain point. 

6.6 Game Scenes
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The scenes of the game can be divided into main scene and secondary scene. 

Since Beijing is the origin place of Beijing Opera, the main scene of the game is 

the simplified overall layout of Beijing city during Qing Dynasty. The secondary 

scenes comprise the theatre, mask house, costume house, musical instrument shop, 

school, temple and imperial palace. In these buildings, players will continually 

obtain the knowledge and culture of Beijing Opera as they encounter various kinds 

of challenges. 

6.6.1 Theatre

The repertoire of Beijing Opera is mainly classified into two large classes: 

historical stories and mythological plays. There are more than 5000 in all. In the 

game, after the player enters the theatre, he or she has to accept the challenge to 

gain an opera ticket. Then the player needs to make a choice between two halls, 

namely, to watch either historical stories or mythological plays. This suggests that 

Beijing Opera has two major kinds of repertoire. The most representative and most 

famous repertoires are presented in the two halls so the players can look through 

the brief introduction to choose and watch what they like. 

Since this game is only a small demo, only two repertoires are put in historical 

stories hall, and the performances of repertoires are represented by a simply static 

picture. Following the future perfection of the game more repertoires will be 

represented to players in the form of animation.

6.6.2 Mask House

Facial make-ups are the most distinct characteristic of Beijing Opera, so 
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understanding the relevant knowledge of facial make-ups is extremely important. 

The facial make-ups of Beijing Opera are mainly divided into six styles: three 

pieces of tile make-up, cross-and-door make-up, full make-up, pictographic, 

twisted face and variegated. In order to transmit the information to the players 

and enable them to learn and distinguish these types of facial make-ups, a little 

shooting game is embedded into Opera Star. Once players shoot enough balloons, 

they can have a chance to pick up a mask that they like. The mask will tell the 

players which style it is and what features it have. In this way, the knowledge of 

facial make-ups can be transmitted effectively. The player who shoots enough 

balloons will get a mask of facial make-ups and one count, with the loser receiving 

the shopkeeper’s encouragement to try again.

6.6.3 Costume House

Beijing Opera costumes are very colorful and quite exquisite. Costumes are 

known as Xingtou or Xiyi to the performers. They are heavily stereotyped and do 

not represent different dynasties or seasons, but instead correspond to character 

types and roles. In the game, players can visit the costume house. By trying on 

different costumes, they can learn the knowledge about costumes. To obtain it, 

players are required to discriminate the details of the costumes. After players find 

five differences they can enter fitting room to try on three costumes (Wusheng, 

Laosheng and Xiaosheng) in the fitting room. Here the knowledge of the costumes 

of Sheng role is given to players while they are trying on different costumes. More 

costumes and tasks will be added in the future works.

6.6.4 Musical Instrument Shop
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The instruments for Beijing Opera can be divided into two groups: Wen Chang 

and Wu Chang. Wen Chang (for literary scenes) comprises string and wind 

instruments, such as Jinghu, Erhu, and Yueqin. Wu Chang (for martial-art fighting 

scenes) consists of percussion instruments, such as Luo, Bo, and Bangu. This 

game allows players to appreciate different musical performances from the 

instruments of literary scenes and martial-art fighting scenes. The players listen 

to a selection of musical performances, and then to proceed must rely on memory 

to match sounds with musical instruments. If the player matches correctly, the 

shopkeeper will present this kind of musical instrument to players (In this game 

demo, only instrument Erhu is given). This means that the players must distinguish 

and remember the characteristic of different Beijing Opera’s musical instruments 

carefully in the game, and accumulate knowledge of Beijing Opera’s musical 

instruments.

6.6.5 School

In the school house, knowledge of arias and role types in Beijing Opera is 

given. Set in a traditional Chinese surrounding the players can choose from four 

masters from the four most famous theatrical troupes in the reign of Qianlong: 

Sanqing, Sixi, Hechun and Chuntai. This interaction requires that players formally 

acknowledge one’s master and start to learn a craft from him. By integrating the 

background culture of Beijing Opera in the game, the relevant knowledge as well 

as culture can be transmitted to players at the same time. Because local operas 

such as Xipi (in Hubei), Erhuang (in Anhui), Qingqiang (in Shanxi), Kunqu (in 

Zhejiang) were incorporated and formed Beijing Opera, it is very important to 

understand these local operas. This encounter offers the chance for players to 

learn and remember these local operas. Meanwhile, the game also introduces four 
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major roles of Beijing Opera to players in the school section: Sheng (laosheng, 

Xiaosheng, Wusheng), Dan (Qingyi, Huadan, Laodan, Wudan), Jing (Tongchui, 

Jiazi, Wujing), Chou (Wenchou, Wuchou), and requires players to distinguish 

the main roles of Beijing Opera. In the test afterwards, the player is demanded to 

correctly indicate the birthplace of the local operas in the map, and distinguish the 

four kinds of role types.

6.6.6 Temple

The temple scene in the game is designed to transmit traditional Chinese etiquette 

by holding a memorial ceremony for grandmaster. In China’s traditional culture, 

veneration of teachers and ancestors is a very important part. There is a saying: 

“A teacher in one day is the father all one’s life”. This philosophy applies across 

Chinese traditional medicine, martial arts and calligraphy. Therefore, incorporating 

this essential element of Chinese traditional culture in the game will enable players 

to better understand not only Beijing Opera but the traditional culture of China. 

The game here is designed to offer three selections. The choice of the most 

expensive sacrifices will actually make players obtain the most counts. Rewards 

accrue for generous donations to respected teachers and elders, so the player who 

donates less will win less points. Hence cultural values are incorporated as the 

rules of the game, and will influence the player’s behavior and psychology by the 

rules of the game.

6.6.7 Imperial Palace

The gameplay in the imperial palace has two main functions. On one hand, it tells 

players the important function that Beijing and imperial family of Qing Dynasty 
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performed in the formation and development of Beijing Opera. On the other hand, 

the imperial palace is the final destination for players. In order to enter the imperial 

palace and celebrate the emperor’s birthday party, the players must perform four 

roles and obtain enough counts based on their knowledge of Beijing Opera.

6.7 Game Characters

6.7.1 Leading Characters

Since the roles on Beijing Opera stage fall into four categories - Sheng, Dan, 

Jing, and Chou, four characters are designed in the game for players to control. 

By controlling these four characters’ adventure in the game, players will not only 

learn the knowledge of Beijing Opera repeatedly but also understand different 

characteristics of these four roles, including costumes, music instruments, facial 

make-ups and so on. In the game design, the emperor’s birthday party will not 

begin until all four characters accumulate sufficient counts to enter the palace. 

As each character succeeds they wait at the gate beneath the game interface, and 

their subsequent actions and expressions congratulate or encourage the remaining 

characters in the scene. For instance, after Sheng gains enough counts, he will wait 

for Dan at the gate. When Dan accrues the necessary count in the game, Sheng 

will turn up his thumb to express the praise. Like this, four characters encourage 

each other, the quintessence of Chinese traditional culture, to reach their common 

goal. The players must successively control four characters’ adventure and enable 

each character to accumulate enough counts to gain entry to the imperial palace. 

This means that before the final victory, the cultural knowledge of Beijing Opera 

has been successively acquired four times by the players. This is another reason 

why this game is designed to have four roles.
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Of these four roles in the game, only Dan role is female. There were no actresses 

at all on the drama stage of Qing Dynasty. This was due to the social status of 

women at that time, so all woman roles on the stage were performed by disguised 

male actors. It would alter the balance of male and female gender roles by having 

either Sheng, or Jing or Chou played by women it would not be faithful to 

traditional Beijing Opera and may mislead the players. However, the game can be 

used in a classroom setting to encourage discussion of how the status of women 

has changed since the Qing Dynasty. 

6.7.2 Non Playing Characters

Qianlong: Emperor who lives in the imperial palace and loves Beijing Opera. 

Owner of costumes room: An amiable old woman.  

School headmaster: A serious and conscientious old man. 

Director of local opera troupes A, B, C and D 

Shopkeeper of musical instrument shop: A lovely young girl. 

Owner of Mask room: A middle aged woman. 

Taoist of the temple: A middle aged man. 

Conductor of booking office of the theatre: A juvenile. 

Maid-servant and eunuch 

These roles include persons of many age levels, and a balanced quantity of each 

gender. In this way, the game will not make players feel dull. While players gain 

counts, these characters praise them for their performance; when failing, they 

encourage players. The existence of these characters in the game is not merely to 

maintain normal operation of the game, moreover, they act as the emotional bonds 

which closely connect players. 
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6.8 Game Tasks

The goal of the game is to reach imperial palace and celebrate emperor’s birthday 

party. To fulfill the aim, players must successively finish some tasks to accumulate 

the required counts. These tasks are as follows. 

Hit the balloons in the mask room• 

Gain the opera ticket in the theatre. • 

Pass the examinations in the school • 

Discern the musical instruments and sounds in the musical • 

instrument shop 

Distinguish opera costumes in costume’s room• 

These tasks have two main functions which deliver pleasure, entertainment, and 

intangible cultural knowledge to players. To sustain enjoyment small games that 

most children like, such as finding differences between costumes, guessing opera 

tickets, and discerning the sounds of instruments, are part of the main game. 

In this way, player’s intelligence and excitement are wedded to strengthen the 

memory of cultural knowledge.

6.9 Visual Design

Graphics and gameplay are always a hot topic and extensive arguments can be 

found on forum websites like <http://boards.ign.com>, <http://www.DevMaster.

net>, and <http:// au.gamespot.com.com>. Some of researchers and designers 

emphase the importance of gameplay and ignore visual design, but others insist 

that no matter how good the gameplay is the game needs good visual design. 
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Visual design sustains the game mechanic (interactive process) and the gameplay 

(experience of gaming). It includes visual style, point of view, visualization and 

interface. 

6.9.1 Visual Style

As previously mentioned, the use of cartoon design style of this game is 

considering the fact that the target group of the game is children of 7-13 years of 

age. Furthermore, it has additional benefit as it suits the visual spectacle of Beijing 

Opera costumes and setting. 

According to a survey of nongames.com, 92% of game players choose two-

dimensional and three-dimensional cartoon styles as their favorite game styles 

(nongames.com, 2007). The survey covered players of all ages and found that 

the cartoon style is attractive to both children and many adults. At present, many 

cartoon films not only fascinate the children, but also attract a lot of adults. The 

cartoon form has drawing power.

Cartoons generally employ caricature to represent the world and thus often are 

either exaggerated or stylized in their depictions. Simplified colors and shapes 

are used to summarize the complex natural objects. The visual image after this 

treatment matches children’s cognitive processes and affords easy understanding 

and memory of objects as discussed in Chapters four and five.

The visual manifestation of Beijing Opera, such as plain colors, stylized props, 

costumes, facial make-ups and so on, are easy to extract, simplify and manifest 

in two-dimensional cartoon style. In traditional Chinese paper cutting art works, 
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a large number of themes are about Beijing Opera. Therefore using cartoon-style 

visual image to introduce the content of Beijing Opera is an excellent choice for 

all the above reasons.    

Figure 05: Jing role in Opera Star (Left)                

Figure 06: Figure in Paper Cut Art in San Cha Kou from www.lmstamp.com (Right)          

6.9.2 Point of Visual

The game combines the third person and the first person viewing positions. The 

main scene in the game (game map) adopts the third person panoramic vision, 

namely, a full vision of the map. Thus, players are clear about their location and 

direction of movement so they can understand and complete the game better. Now 

many games, such as the Age of Empire and Civilization, all adopt the perspective 

of the main map. In fact, for older children, this perspective will give them a better 

understanding and control of the game. Otherwise, they may get confused and lose 

grasp of the entire area if the first person perspective is adopted in the main map. 

In this game, Beijing city of Qing Dynasty, as the birthplace of Beijing Opera 



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

96

culture, is very important background knowledge which needs to be transmitted to 

the players. This is also an important reason to adopt this perspective.

However, an obvious shortcoming of the third person perspective is that the 

players’ feeling of immersion in the game is insufficient, so Opera Star adopts first 

person perspective in its sub-scenes. The first person perspective is the perspective 

of players to watch things, which makes the players feel personally in the scene. In 

this game, where all the events happen in the buildings the first person perspective 

prevails, with the players communicating directly with the figures and information 

in the buildings, so the interaction with traditional culture is more tangible.

6.9.3 Visualization

From the earliest arcade games Computer Space (1971) and Pong (1972) to 

the current World Warcraft and Final Fantasy, games have developed from the 

original single simple plane bitmap to the extremely complex, dynamic three-

dimensional images. The distance between games and films seems to be getting 

closer and closer. Now the quality of pictures of many games, which is close to 

that of film as Final Fantasy, Resident Evil and Tomb Raider, suggests filmic 

games seem increasingly popular with more and more two-dimensional games 

being upgraded to three-dimensional visual presentation. O’Riordan (2001, p. 228) 

terms one such trend as “Silliwood, a merger of Hollywood and Silicon Valley 

evidenced by the game A Bug’s Life based on the popular animated film of the 

same name”.

Electronic games, however, defer from films since they involve massive 

interactive activities, skills and techniques. In other words, audiences are more 
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like actors, information collectors or decision makers. Boyd (2003, p. 1) states that 

“the metrics by which each is judged are also different, meaning that many of the 

properties that make for a good film would lead to a lousy game, and vice versa”. 

Pursuing blindly the games’ filmic visual effect and without considering the other 

factors of games comprehensively will inevitably fail. This game prefers two-

dimensional visuals, in addition to the aforementioned visual characteristics of 

Beijing Opera, for the following reasons. 

First is the price of the game. Under normal circumstances, three-dimensional 

games mean that the producing companies need to invest more funds and 

manpower (Xinhuanet, 2006). A high cost of production also means a high price 

of the game, even if an amount of government funding is received, sometimes 

it’s hard to recover the cost. Moreover, the countries whose traditional culture is 

disappearing are mostly developing countries. It’s hard for such governments to 

give a large amount of money to support game productions. 

Second is access to the game. As the size of three-dimensional games is usually 

very large, they are generally published as a CD. With the development of the 

Internet, they can also be downloaded via a broadband connection. For those 

dial-up Internet users, it is painstaking to download a medium size (about 300 

MB) three-dimensional game by using a 56 K modem. Even if the download 

speed is up to 20 k/s (usually 10 k/s), it will take 250 minutes to finish. Further, 

some countries’ (including China) telephone billing is calculated by time. Very 

few people are willing to spend such a long time to download a game. Two-

dimensional games, on the other hand, are much smaller than three-dimensional 

games, and can be downloaded into computers via dial-up connection quickly. The 

researcher’s game concept is based on a vector file (Micromedia Flash) format to 
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ensure a high-quality picture and a small file size, which also greatly improves the 

download speed. 

Third is the support of the game players’ computer hardware. As the real extent 

of the three-dimensional games’ model is decided by the number of the polygon, 

the more the games are close to filmic quality, the more the number of polygon 

are required. At the same time, light and shadow tracking technology and the 

use of reflective materials will greatly increase the computer’s computation. 

Thus, the game will require a more high-frequency CPU, a fast video card, larger 

hard drive and more RAM to run. This means that the players need to increase 

their investment on computer hardware to meet the requirement of the game. In 

developing countries the vast majority of families would find it difficult to provide 

fast computers for their children. Even if three-dimensional games can run on 

low-end computers, the quality and speed of game play will be compromised and 

reduce the fun. For example, if a player presses the button to shoot, it will take 

probably 5-10 seconds or sometimes longer period of time to see whether the 

bullets hit the target. How boring and frustrating is that! Compared with three-

dimensional games, two-dimensional games and flash games can be run on low-

end computers without any delay.

To consider comprehensively of Beijing Opera’s visual characteristics, the cost 

of production of the game, how to make the players access to the game simply 

and rapidly, the processing ability of older children’s computers, and many other 

factors, it is clear that the best choice for this game is to adopt two-dimensional 

visual presentations.

6.9.4 Interface
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Game interface is the bridge for game players and the game to transmit 

information. The game transmits information to players through game’s interface, 

and players analyze the acquired information, learn tasks of the game, make 

choices and do actions they think useful to complete the tasks. The choices and 

actions of the players have to transmit back to the game through the interface. 

“Player appreciates relevant difficulty, but not irrelevant hassles” (Kieras, 2002, p. 

7). Therefore, the interface of the game must achieve the function of transmitting 

information quickly and accurately between the game and the players.

According to the operation of game players, game interface design can be divided 

into strategy interface and direct manipulation interface. Each method has its pros 

and cons.

Strategy Interface• 

Strategy games usually provides game players with complex plots, lots of options 

and information, so the interface has generally a large number status bars and 

control buttons available for the players to check and choose. The status bars 

and control buttons are generally placed around the interface to facilitate players 

to check their status and make choices when playing the game. Their existence, 

however, would ruin the feeling of immersion in the game because it would feel 

like watching an incident happening through the window. It is similar to the pilot 

sitting in the cabin to control the dashboard surrounding the front view.

This kind of interface generally suits expert players. The researcher assumes 

that facing with a large number of icons stacked together, the novice will not 

be sufficiently skilled to choose among them to play such games easily. “The 
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readability of menus in games is often sacrificed for aesthetics” (Johnson & Wiles, 

2003, p. 6). When people face icons or logos, they need to convert these visual 

images into meanings to understand them. In the process of mutual conversion of 

meanings to graphics and graphics to meanings, misunderstandings may happen 

inevitably because different people have different experiences and understandings. 

That is why Kieras (2002, p. 35) claims that “icons are often arbitrary and 

meaningless compared to typical words for computer objects”. Under general 

circumstances, words seem boring than graphics, but they are more likely to 

reduce misunderstandings and accelerate the speed of information transmission. 

Finally, sometimes the control of the interface operates in conjunction with 

cursors, control, alt and other keys to enter commands, which makes it even harder 

for a novice to manipulate. This difficulty could be overcome by having a game 

for novices where the scenes are divided into different levels to reduce the degree 

of complexity, thereby reducing the option buttons at the interface and increasing 

the use of words. That is the reason why the icons are rarely used and scenes are 

composed of two levels in Opera Star.

Direct manipulation interface• 

Direct manipulation interface is mostly used in first person shooting and adventure 

games. To strengthen the players’ feeling of immersion in the game, game’s 

interfaces usually have less buttons to maximize immersion in the virtual world 

and enhance the feeling of being in the scene. 

As most direct manipulation interfaces provide less options and require simple 

movements (moving left, right, forward or backward), it is very suitable for 

novices and beginners. In fact, many players’ initial game based experiences are 
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on such interfaces. However, because this kind of interface only shows players 

partial scenes of the game, the players may not get a fully understanding and grasp 

of the overall game. Thus, they may get lost in the game environment. Considering 

the aim of the game and the target players, adopting both strategy interface and 

direct manipulation interface would be a good solution. 

6.10 Summary

To achieve the aim which is designing a game to transfer knowledge of Beijing 

Opera to older children, all key factors used in the game have been examined in 

this section. Gameplay decides the way players interact with games. Adventure 

games and role-playing games meet the researcher’s needs and inform this game 

design concept. The elements of the game, including game name, style, story, 

time, place, scenes, characters, tasks, sound and visual design, are all designed 

to fulfill the goal of passing knowledge of Beijing Opera to older children. All in 

all, the electronic game, Opera Star serves as a vehicle to revive the intangible 

cultural heritage of Beijing Opera in its essential aspects.
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7.0 CONCLUSION

7.1 A Survey on the Game - Opera Star

This research explored issues of reviving and safeguarding intangible traditional 

culture, and sought to clarify why and how electronic games can be used as a 

channel to transmit cultural knowledge to older children (7 to 13 year old). An 

electronic game, Opera Star was conceptually designed. A survey on to what 

extent Opera Star can serve as a media bridge to transfer intangible cultural 

knowledge to older children was conducted (the details of questionnaire included 

in the appendix 2).

As older children are the target age group, this survey was held among children 

aged 7 to 13. The researcher compiled a questionnaire and distributed it to 120 

children who came from affiliated Primary and Middle School of Shandong 

Normal University. The questionnaire was composed of two parts. The children 

were asked to answer the first part before playing Opera Star. The purpose of 

it was to find out what knowledge children have of Beijing Opera. Although a 

previous survey (the details of questionnaire included in the appendix 1) had 

revealed that fewer children had knowledge of it, the researcher did it again 

for currency of views since the first survey had been done some years before. 

The second part sought feedback on if cultural knowledge could be delivered 

to the target group, and what elements of the game could attract and afford the 

acquisition of cultural knowledge. Hence, the researcher obtained an overview of 

these children’s opinions, preferences, as well as gained an understanding of their 

opinions on using electronic games for transmitting intangible cultural knowledge. 
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The first part of survey indicates that the knowledge of Beijing Opera possessed 

by the children was little. Even though some respondents could answer the 

most basic questions, such like the time when Beijing Opera was born, the main 

roles and names of plays of Beijing Opera, they were the minority. Only 22.5% 

respondents knew Sheng, Dan, Jing and Chou as main roles of the Beijing Opera, 

and 7.5% students could speak one or two plays’ name, and 5% of them gave the 

right answer to the time when Beijing Opera emerged. Less than 5% respondents 

could answer the questions about local operas, music instruments and famous 

opera script writers, and all of them failed to give correct answers to the questions 

of facial make-ups and types of plays.

The second part of the survey was conducted with the same children after 

four weeks. Since 6 students failed to respond to the researcher’s request to be 

involved, there were only 114 children attended the survey. The questionnaire, 

which included all the questions in the first part, was given to the children after 

one hour of playing Opera Star.

Figure 07: Comparison the results of questionnaire before and after playing the game

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8

Before Game Playing
After Game Playing



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

105

The second part of the survey shows that the quantity of the respondents who could 

give correct answers to the questions regarding to the knowledge of Beijing Opera 

sharply increased after playing the game. Figure 7 indicates that the proportions 

of the respondents who could answer the questions before and after playing Opera 

Star. Approximately 90% of children gave correct answer to Question 4, which 

was about the main instruments used in Beijing Opera, an increase of nearly 86 

percent. Other dramatic improvements occurred with Question 3 and 5, which 

was regarding the opera’s main roles and facial make-ups. All of them rose more 

than 60 percent. Respondents also made more than 40% gains in Questions 1, 2 

and 6. That means they learnt more knowledge about Beijing Opera plays, time 

when Beijing Opera was born and some local operas from which Beijing Opera 

developed. The Question 7 (about type of Beijing Opera plays) and 8 (about opera 

writers) seemed harder but about 20% respondents answered them correctly. It 

shows that the student’s knowledge of Beijing Opera increased significantly after 

playing Opera Star. 

Further, the survey revealed that students tended to be more “generous” after they 

realized that equated to achieving more points. For instance, most of students 

chose rooster as sacrifice for saving points. However, nearly all of them changed 

their choices after they found they could get more points by choosing cow. The 

reason being choosing cow can make them get 150 points but only 50 points with 

rooster. Moreover, story and images of characters were the main factors to attract 

these children in the first place, and embedded little games and encouragements 

from Non Playing Characters latter on. Less stimulation, no mystery and 

simpleness were main reasons that make some children not like the game, 

especially for those aged over eleven. The demands of stimulation and mystery 

from older children raised the issue of whether to meet their needs or refine the 
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age group. There was 88.6% of respondents thought the game was enjoyable, and 

69% of them claimed it triggered an interest in Beijing Opera while 24.6% were 

not sure.

The result of the survey shows that intangible traditional culture can be transferred 

to older children via game playing, and interests can be developed as well. 

7.2 Contributions

With the globalization of culture, all countries face a common problem, which is 

how to safeguard different traditional cultural heritage in different countries to 

keep a culture unique. To safeguard intangible cultural heritage, various measures 

have been taken by UNESCO, different countries and organizations. Outside 

of Vietnam, electronic games, which are popular among youth, have not been 

designed to transmit intangible traditional culture but “pop” culture. It could 

be argued that they transmit American culture as most designed for American 

audiences. The researcher could not found any published work exploring the tri-

relationships among intangible cultural transmission, children and electronic 

games. Further, this research analyzed why electronic game can be utilized as an 

efficient tool to transmit and safeguard intangible cultural heritage from the angle 

of children’s psychological characteristics.

7.2.1 Intangible Cultural Transmission and Electronic Games 

Electronic games have been widely used in school globally in math, art, typing 

and word processing games. Much research has proved that electronic games are 

an efficient way to improve children’s cognitive skills, such as visual-spatial skills, 
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trial and error, observation, hypothesis testing, decoding symbols and graphics, 

eye-hand coordination and multi-tasking. Many traditional games like Mahjong, 

Chess and etc, are now designed and played digitally. Although these games 

are designed for commercial purpose, they do deliver some traditional cultural 

information to players. However, few studies on electronic games as a medium to 

transfer intangible traditional culture have been undertaken. As electronic games 

are proving enormously attractive among youth, this research project has argued 

that they can be a powerful channel to transmit cultural knowledge to youth.  

Games, which have enriched human experience and manifested in different 

traditional cultures, can be traced back in prehistoric times (Dempsey, et al., 1996). 

They have countless ties with intangible traditional culture. In Latin America, 

games are very useful vehicle of delivering intangible cultural information. Being 

along with narratives, music, chant, dances, tattoos, riddles, jokes, masks and 

many different ceremonies, games help some groups have conserved their cultural 

heritage. In China, the grandeur and profundity of Chinese traditional culture 

can still be traced in some popular games, such as Mahjong and Drinking Game. 

From game playing, players can learn what the three Cardinal virtues bequeathed 

by Confucius are, and what kind of rules of etiquette people should observe. 

Some Chinese traditional culture, such as riddles, connecting idioms, composing 

couplets or verses, can be passed on from generation to generation.

 

The similarities revealed in comparison of the process of fostering culture and 

game mastering indicate the potential of utilizing electronic games to transfer 

intangible traditional culture to players. In addition, combining cultural rules and 

game rules or using cultural rules as game rules directly, will reinforce the cultural 

values with participants since players have to follow the rule to win the game. 
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7.2.2 Children and Cultural Transmission

Cultural cultivation starts from early childhood and any culture will have a longer 

life if it can occupy the heart of youth. By analyzing and comparing the different 

features of cognition of children and adults, as well as younger children and 

older children, this research argued that older children are excellent age group 

for delivering intangible culture. Having the strong eagerness to learn and more 

willing to believe the information provided, as well as the instinct of imitation, 

these features distinguish childhood from adulthood. Comparing younger 

children and older children cognitive abilities as found in educational literature, 

old children are best suited as targets for cultural cultivating for the following 

reasons. The ability of conceptual processing enables older children to minimize 

the character’s appearance and to focus on the creature’s behavior and motivation, 

and they are selective in their attention, searching for cues that are meaningful 

to the plot rather than those that are merely salient (Hoffner & Cantor, 1985, 

Calvert, et. al., 1982). Thus, older children can not only allocate their attentions 

to important cues but also sequence the major events into a whole story to get 

better understanding about what they are watching. Also, older children start to 

apprehend both explicit and implicit content, and they can make a connection 

between scenes and infer purpose. Moreover, older children evaluate things using 

various norms and their mental actions are reversible (Potter, 1998, Inhelder & 

Piaget, 1958). They are capable of appreciating and estimating behaviors and 

events since they have more database of information in their memories (Dorr, 

1980). These cognitive features of older children prove that they are an ideal age 

group to transmit intangible cultural heritage through electronic games. 

7.2.3 Children and Electronic Games Playing
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From the perspective of the psychological features, the research examined the 

reasons why children are so fascinated with electronic games. Firstly, from 

the children’s viewpoint, the electronic game world is a fantasy world which 

can largely entertain their curiosity and they can try anything without any 

consequences. Secondly, electronic games provide children with challenges 

and rewards which encourage them to achieve aims. By conquering a level, 

capturing an item and solving a problem, children’s self-esteem rises and they 

are left with a feeling of satisfaction. Thirdly, electronic games set up a platform 

of communication. On this platform, children can not only freely express their 

opinions and develop confidence without having to be embarrassed, but also create 

friendships as they share practices, language, resources, understandings, roles that 

emerge during the course of game playing. All these factors, which tie youth and 

electronic games together, are very important for designing games especially the 

games used as a tool to transmit intangible culture to children. 

7.3 Future Work

7.3.1 Extending the Game Demo - Opera Star

Since Opera Star is used only as a demonstration to verify if electronic games 

can be utilized for transferring intangible culture, more works need to be done 

to better understand how children can be entertained by games but at the same 

time informed about cultural histories and practices. Firstly, more comprehensive 

cultural knowledge of Beijing Opera will be implanted into Opera Star, such as 

the stage, the unique sense of time, space and acting in Beijing Opera. Secondly, 

all the static scenes will be replaced with animated figures and objects. Thirdly, to 

better encourage players, the characters’ appearance and cloths will be changed 
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along with the progress made by players. Finally, the communication between 

players and games will be enriched and game will provide more options for 

players to personalize their roles. 

7.3.2 Cultural Rules Work as Game Rules

To win games, players change their options or movements according to game 

rules. The researcher’s survey revealed that players would like to sacrifice more 

when cultural rules inform game rules. In another words, the culture rules changed 

their behavior in the game. However, further research has to be pursued to find 

out how profoundly the traditional cultural impact can be exerted to help children 

develop their values and instruct their behaviors in their daily lives latter on. The 

research and survey may take years but it is worth doing because only electronic 

games have such unique feature which leads and controls the players’ options and 

behaviors.

7.3.3 More Researches and Applications of How Culture can be Delivered via 

Electronic Games in Different Nations and Races

Tourists often feel at odds due to lack of knowledge of the local culture. The 

situation may get worse if they break the local cultural rules that tightly connect 

to religions. If some compact electronic games can be designed to introduce local 

cultural knowledge of destination and installed in game consoles on airplanes, 

tourists can be better informed if they take a few of minutes to play before 

landing. Cultural games can also be introduced into travel agencies, customs and 

governments’ web pages so travellers can learn about foreign cultures with their 

children. Thus, the pre-travel education can be improved from current dull words 
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or television advertisements to interesting interactive electronic games. Learning 

about different cultures may arouse people’s consciousness to protect their own 

culture and respect others. That will involve further research on how better to 

revive and safeguard intangible traditional culture.
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APPENDIX 1

A SURVEY ON ELECTRONIC GAME PLAYING AMONG 

OLDER CHILDREN

A hundred children aged 7-13 were chosen to attend the survey. Among the 

questionnaire, not every child answered every question, and some gave multiple 

responses to the same question.

1. Do you like to play electronic games?

91 respondents said yes.

2. How many hours do you spend on playing electronic games every week?

All respondents said the average hours were 3-4 hours.

3. What is your parent attitude towards playing electronic games?

A: Agree                  59 responded

B: Disagree                7 responded

C: No Interference   34 responded

4. What kind(s) of electronic game(s) do you like to play? 

A. Action games                   44 responded

B. Adventure games             78 responded

C. Fighting games                51 responded

D. Role-playing games         69 responded

E. Platform games                48 responded    

F. Simulation games             17 responded
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G. Sports games                   42 responded

H. Strategy games                23 responded

5. What is your favourite game style?

A. Filmic style games 

B. Cartoon style game 

C. Abstract style game

11 respondents chose Filmic style game, 89 chose Cartoon style game 

and nobody chose Abstract style game.

6. What way of playing do you like, multiplayer online or single player vs.  

     computer? 

8 respondents preferred “multiplayer online”, and 92 respondents liked 

“single gamer vs. computer”.

7. What do you think is most fun or what do you like best in interactive electronic 

     games?

The most frequent responses were: graphics, plot, challenge, music, 

winning, action, mystery, strategy, thinking, and violence. Children who 

listed violence among their preferences were all boys, no girls did.

8. What is the key element in a game that attracts you to play it?

A. Gameplay    

B. Plot 

C. Characters 

D. Story

E. Setting
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5 respondents chose game play, 21 respondents chose plot, 39 respondents 

chose characters, 35 respondents chose story and no respondents chose 

setting.

9. What will be the main reasons if you do not like a game?

The most frequent responses were: monotonous, bad graphics, hard to 

learn to play.

10. Do you think you can get some knowledge or skills from playing electronic 

      games?

 89 respondents said yes, 4 respondents said no and 7 respondents said  

  not sure.

11. How much do you know about Beijing Opera?

  A: Some        

  B: A Little          

  D: None

  There were 2 respondents said they knew some about Beijing Opera, 15  

  respondents said they got a little knowledge of it, and 83 admitted they 

  heard about Beijing Opera but utterly ignorant any knowledge of Beijing 

  Opera.

12. Have you ever played an electronic game regarding Beijing Opera before? 

  All respondents said no.

13. Do you like to try an electronic game on Beijing Opera?

 There were 78 respondents said they would like to try, 22 respondents 
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said no interests. 
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APPENDIX 2

A SURVEY ON OPERA STAR

120 children aged 7-13 were chosen to attend the survey but 6 children failed to 

give response to Part Two.

Part One (Before Game Playing)

1. In which dynasty was Beijing Opera born?

6 respondents gave a correct answer, 114 respondents failed to answer it.

2. Can you list a few of local operas from which Beijing Opera developed?

Only 3 respondents could give one name of local operas. Nobody could 

give two names.

3. How many main roles in Beijing Opera?

27 respondents gave a right answer, 93 respondents failed.

4. What are the main instruments in Beijing Opera?

5 respondents answered one name of the instruments correctly.

5. Do you know how many kinds of facial make ups in Beijing Opera?

None answered correctly.

6. Can you write down one play’s name in Beijing Opera?

9 respondents wrote down one plays’ name, 111 respondents failed.
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7. The plays of Beijing Opera is mainly divided into __________ and  

     ___________.

All respondents failed.

8. Do you know the names of two famous opera script writers in Chinese history?

Only 2 respondents could write down one name, and no one could give 

two names correctly.

Part Two (After Game Playing)

 

1. In which dynasty was Beijing Opera born?

52 respondents gave a correct answer, 63 respondents failed to answer it.

2. Can you list a few of local operas from which Beijing Opera developed?

49 respondents could answer one local opera, 37 respondents could do 

two, 14 could do three, 9 answered four names, and 5 could give all five 

answers.

3. How many main roles in Beijing Opera?

98 respondents gave a right answer, 16 respondents failed.

4. What are the main instruments in Beijing Opera?

102 respondents answered at least one instrument of the total six. 29 

respondents gave all the names of the instruments.

5. Do you know how many kinds of facial make ups in Beijing Opera?
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71 respondents gave right answers, 43 failed.

6. Can you write down one play’s name in Beijing Opera?

73 respondents wrote down one plays’ name, 48 respondents could answer 

two.

7. The plays of Beijing Opera is mainly divided into __________ and  

     ___________.

21 respondents gave two right answers, 37 answered one. 

8. Do you know the names of two famous opera script writers in Chinese history?

26 respondents answered one name of the writer, 8 respondents could give 

two right answers.

9. Which choice did you make in the building of temple? Why?

92 respondents chose chicken (costing 50 pts)

  5 respondents chose goat (costing 100 pts)

  3 respondents chose cow (costing 150 pts)

All of the children chose cow to sacrifice after they found they could get 

the most points.

10. What do you like best about Opera Star?

 The most frequent responses were: story, characters, embedded small  

 games, encouragement and easy to learn to play.

11. What do you dislike about Opera Star?

 The most frequent responses were: less stimulation, no mystery, simple.



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

120

12. Do you think Opera Star is an enjoyable electronic game?

  A. Yes   101 respondents

  B. No     13 respondents  

13. Do you have interest to learn more about Beijing Opera after playing the 

      game?

 A. Yes    79 respondents

 B. No                        7 respondents  

 C. Not Sure             28 respondents
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APPENDIX 3

GAME GENRES

Action Games

Action games feature more combats than other genres. The typical games under 

this category are First Person Shooter (FPSs) and Third Person Shooter games 

(TPSs or 3PSs). These games mainly build up a mechanism of battle field 

where players have to take actions to fight with computers or other players. In 

the games, players have to pay attention to movable objects, shoot at targets 

and dodge bullets shot by enemies. In such kind of games, players are put into 

dangerous environments so they have to pay less attention to the cultural context 

or information as it is unrelated to shooting, for they may lose their lives in the 

twinkling of an eye. For instance, players could be shot if they are keeping their 

attention on an object rather than scanning the environment for enemies who may 

jump out behind a wall at any moment. Movement and speed are the core of the 

game so the coordination of eye and hand are highly required by the gameplay.

Adventure Games 

It is hard to find a perfect definition of an adventure game as games genres 

overlapping more and more. The one from Games Warehouse website seems more 

comprehensive than others. 

Adventure games focus on the story line, allowing the gamer to live 

vicariously through the travels, conquests, exploration, struggles and 
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situations that confront the main characters. The adventure genre brings 

us exciting stories, with new experiences and/or exotic locales (Games 

Warehouse, 2000). 

These games involve players as a leading role in a story like role-playing games 

(RPG), and generally put less pressure on players comparing with fighting games 

and action games. Most of the games are structured by a simple point and pick 

interface, detailed worlds and casual pace. In this gameplay, players are given 

more time to read information, examine environments and think over the solutions. 

Hence, there are more possibilities that game players can gain more information 

than in action games, as described in adventuregamescoalition.com:

An Adventure Game is about using your mind instead of your trigger finger; 

about testing your clever thinking and creative problem solving instead of 

your dexterity and reflexes. It is based on a story (any kind, from fantasy to 

fact and from humorous to serious) in which the hero (that’s you!) is on some 

kind of quest or adventure (the plot) (Adventure Games Coalition, 2002).

Further, the gameplay is suitable to novices, especially appealing to children. The 

narrative stories in adventure games satisfy the needs of children’s curiosity, and 

the slow pace and point and pick give easier access to younger players. 

As shown in Figure 8, the character controlled by players collects necessary 

objects or data in the scene, such as tools, life kits and information. Meantime, 

players need to avoid touching some dangerous objects and enemies. Generally, 

the game environment is relatively relaxing, and often offers suggestions to help 

players by the means of literary words. 
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Figure 08:  The procedure operation of adventure games

Fighting Games

“Fighting is a genre of video game that emphasizes one-on-one combat between 

players, or between a character controlled by a player and one controlled by the 

game’s AI” (Silvester, 2006). The difference between fighting game and shooting 

game is in fighting games, players may use any weapons other than a gun and 

based on one-on-one combat just like duels in the Middle Ages. 

Generally, the information that fighting games provide to players are movements 

and attacks so players have to concentrate on the actions of their attacker, and 

make instant response to fight back. Therefore, eye-hand coordination is highly 

required in this kind of game. 

Role Playing Games

“A role-playing game (RPG) is a game in which each participant assumes the 

role of a character, generally in a fantasy or science fiction setting, that can 

interact within the game’s imaginary world” (Whatis.com, 2006) These games 

generally provide players with the information of different races and careers, 
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such as Dragons and Dungeons and War of Worldcraft. Players must acquire the 

knowledge of related occupations to become a winner with their specialized skills. 

The game in essence is similar to adventure games, but the difference is that in 

role playing games the characters controlled by several players are simultaneously 

taking risks. As illustrated in Figure 9, Character A, B and C are adventuring in the 

game at the same time. Each character has distinct skills, going through different 

events, collecting information, accomplishing different missions, the outcome of 

which depends on their attributes which are predetermined. During their journey, 

conflicts and alignments happen all the time when they encounter. It is like the 

different roles acted by different people in a film. Compared with adventure 

games, characters initially are offered specific cultural or racial information, and 

afterwards the related skills.

Figure 09:  The procedure operation of Role Playing Games

This game genre can be utilized as a perfect tool for delivering knowledge and 

skills. The information given in the games is more comprehensive, and players 

are required to handle all the information integratedly. For instance, in World 

of Warcraft, once a player chooses dwarf as his or her race, all the cultural 

information concerned with dwarves will be granted to him or her, such as the 
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original location (beneath the snow-capped mountains of Khaz Modan (World of 

Warcraft, 2006)), personalities (revel in the prospects of battle and storytelling, 

fight for friends and allies with unmatched courage and valor (World of 

Warcraft, 2006)) and occupation. To win the game, he or she must analyze all the 

information to learn knowledge, skills and deal with the relation with other races. 

Platform Games

Platform games, also called platformers, are games in which the gameplay 

involves travelling between platforms by jumping (very occasionally other means 

are substituted for jumping, like swinging or bouncing, but these are considered 

variations on the same mechanic) (CBS Interactive, 2006). As indicated in Figure 

10, players must keep jumping on the moving platforms to gather points, and 

evade traps and enemy. In fact, the most essential characteristic of this kind of 

game is to jump between different platforms, so this game’s mechanism requires 

the coordination of eyes and hand as well as the estimation of space and distance. 

The cooperation ability of hand and eyes is vital to the games. The atmosphere 

of this game, to a large extent, is not as fierce and tense as fighting games, often 

offering players enough time to pause and think.

Figure 10:  The procedure operation of Platform Games

Player
Enemy

Points

Points

Danger

Death



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

126

Simulation Games

According to Marchelletta (2005), simulation games normally imitate a real-life 

situation, which may be in past or future. Generally, it includes fight, military, 

space, train, God games, economic simulation games, city-building games and 

Government simulation. 

Because contents of all kinds of games are by-products of human history and 

culture, simulation of the real-world can be seen everywhere in the game. In 

simulator games, the real life and historical detail are imaged more thoroughly. 

For example, driving games utilized in driving schools bring the players to 

virtual street scenes so players can obtain pertinent practical knowledge and 

skills which later can be applied to real driving situations. Similarly, some sports 

games involve a large amount of real-world driving scenes, and contribute driving 

related knowledge and skills, such as Need for Speed and F1 Championship. 

The difference between these two game genres is that the former focus on giving 

players more practical information and skill training but the latter emphasizes on 

its entertainment and stimulation. At present, the simulator games are widely used 

in many countries as a kind of medium for knowledge diffusion and skills training, 

and it is undoubtedly quite a good medium of real life informational transmission. 

Sports Games

Sports games emulate the playing of traditional physical sports (Abandonware 

Games, 2006), as evidenced by FIFA 98, Need for Speed, NRL Rugby League, 

Motor Storm, Fight Night and so on. Among them, racing games constitute a 

large percentage of this kind of games. Sports games to some degree are much 



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

127

similar to simulation games but are more for amusement and stimulation of sports. 

Moreover, sports games can transmit the related information and knowledge of 

every kind of sports to a greater or lesser degree, but not as real and practical as in 

simulator games. According to the sort of the sport, games give players different 

environments and require eye-hand cooperation and or mind power.  

Strategy Games

“A Strategy game is a game through which commands are given to multiple 

characters in multiple locations on a grid-based (visible or not visible) map 

through which certain scenarios/campaigns are carried out” (RPGFan, 1999)

Careful and skillful judgment and schemes are required by gameplay of strategy 

games. Most of these games demand players to synthetically analyze and utilize 

the data and information offered in the games for obtaining victory. In specific 

games it is mostly shown as the rational assignment and utilization of different 

arms, wealth, and resources, and the players obtain the wealth and domain as 

much as possible by the means of administration, management or war. That means 

that players have to constantly obtain relevant information and knowledge in this 

kind of game, so strategy games can be a very good medium for informational 

transmission. But when compared with other games, this kind of game expects 

more intelligence and processing ability from players, so the experienced players 

or the adult are generally their main target consumers. 
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APPENDIX 4

HOW TO PLAY OPERA STAR

Since this game is only a demo for testing to obtain feedback from respondents to 

verify if electronic games can be a means to transmit intangible cultural heritage 

to younger generation, and time limitation, only a small part of the game was 

designed and can be played. In another words, many game functions, options 

and knowledge of Beijing opera are not available at this stage. To help game 

players get a brief idea which option can be chosen and how the game works, the 

researcher gives an explanation as following. 

Instruction

The object of the game is to score 4000 points by acquiring knowledge about 

Beijing Opera. The game can be played by single player or four players 

simultaneously. To gain entry into the emperor’s palace and enjoy his birthday 

celebrations there, player(s) must accumulate 4000 points. 

Points are accumulated by moving a character around the game courtyard and 

answering or performing tasks relevant to the knowledge about Beijing Opera. 

Characters are moved by clicking on the opera drum. 

Choosing characters

Players choose their characters from the local opera troupes and character 

chart. Players must choose one character from each category of Beijing Opera 

performers. There are four general categories of Beijing Opera characters - Sheng, 

Dan, Jing and Chou.

All the scenes are detailed step by step as follows.
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Game starts with the prelude.
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Click until the character (Sheng) 
gets into a building, or an on-road 
event occurs.

Click this button

Click this drum

Click i t  to  turn on or  off  the 
background music

Click this button

Click this button

Since the game is a Demo, only can 
this character be chosen. 

Move cursor on these yellow 
bu t tons  to  see  loca l  operas ’ 
information. 
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Mask House

Move cursor on the balloons or 
masks and click.

Other masks will be done in future 
work. 

Click this mask
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Temple

Click this button
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Click this button

Click one of the sacrifice
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Instrument Shop

Click trumpets to listen to the 
sounds and read the introductions.

listen to the sound, then match the 
instrument

Click this button

Click this button
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School

Click this one

Other masters will be available in 
future work. 



Reviving and Safeguarding Intangible Traditional Culture: 
A case study in the use of game technology to revive and safeguard Beijing Opera

137

Click this one

Drag these red dots (local operas) 
and place them on right spots then 
click Next button.

Have a look at the results then
click the Next button
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Click this button

Drag these characters to the correct 
stages and click Next button 

Remember  these  cha rac te r s ’ 
catagories and click Next button

Have a look at the results then
click the Next button
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Show the final results and  jump back 
to main map automatically

Costume House

Click this button

Click these  but tons  to  t ry  on 
different costumes (Only Sheng 
style is available) and click Next 
button.
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Find 5 differences between two 
costumes

Show the final results and  jump 
back to main map automatically

Click this button
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Get the results then click Next 
button

Click this bubble to get in

Click the drum with ticket in

Theatre
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Only this one is available.

On-Road Event A

This scene will be animated in 
future work.
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On-Road Event B

Click one of these images.
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On Road Event C
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End

All gates are open once four 
characters finish their journey.

End of the game. This sence will 
be animated in future work.
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