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Abstract 

Democratic societies today face numerous challenges that represent a threat for democratic institutions 
and peaceful coexistence. Therefore, education for democratic citizenship and human rights is of great 
importance in preparing young people for life and work in a democratic society in order to become active, 
informed and responsible citizens. At the same time, within the framework of a curricular reform, digital 
media is being intensely introduced in the school system and education in Croatia, so the question arises 
in what extent and in what way they can contribute to development of democratic competences. Digital 
media enables networked, multimedia and interactive presentation of content and offer tools for 
networked collaboration. Digital media enable faster access to information about current events and 
political processes. Such an environment also enables an active introduction of computer games into 
the curriculum of school subjects, civic education being included as well. In fact, over the last few years 
numerous computer games are present on the market that enable students to face political processes 
and problem solving in a simulated situation. This paper analyses the available computer games and 
their possibilities and boundaries in the educational process in the area of democratic competences 
learning.  

Computer games are able to simulate the complexity of political decisions and present them through a 
multimedia and interactive environment, providing students the possibility of viewing the situation from 
different perspectives which, in principle, can contribute to political judgment abilities. However, the 
political judgment abilities are just one part of the democratic competences. Besides, the optimal usage 
of the latter in teaching is connected to a number of didactic, organizational and technical difficulties. In 
the end, it was concluded that computer games which deal with the democratic processes cannot be 
considered neither exclusive nor an essential factor in successful learning or adoption of democratic 
competences. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

Numerous democratic societies are faced with the rise of political extremism, attempts to negate 
democratic institutions and the lack of tolerance for those of a different opinion. The reasons are 
complex, but an important component in strengthening a democracy is the education aimed at 
democratic citizenship and human rights. Since teachers play a significant role in promoting the values 
of democracy, the teacher training curricula for all subjects need to include competences necessary to 
promote the culture of democracy and human rights in the classroom. In general, competences can be 
defined as an approach which includes learning, worldviews, behaviour, openness to change, as well 
as cognitive abilities, performance skills and experiential skills. In other words, it is the ability to think 
critically and analyse, in addition to reactions and adaptability based on experiences and social skills. A 
definition of competences describes them as “cognitive capabilities and skills which an individual 
possesses or learns in order to solve problems, as well as the associated motivational, volitional and 
social awareness and abilities, with the aim of a successful and responsible application of solutions to 
varying situations.” [1] When we speak of democratic competences, some authors emphasize the 
importance of cognitive competences, or the dimension of political understanding. [2] However, learning 
about democracy “should not be restricted to learning about the institutional organization of states, but 
needs to encompass the understanding of democracy as a form of human society and life organization.” 
[3] Although there are certain differences in regard to what is covered by the phrase “democratic 
competences”, they can be summarized as the ability to settle conflicts in a non-violent way, the ability 
to change one’s perspective or adopt the perspective of others, the ability to analyse social systems, 
structural conditions and institutional order, the ability to make political decisions and the ability to 
participate, all as a competences of democratic action. [4] The conclusions made by the Council of 



Europe also emphasize components which should characterise active, informed and responsible 
citizens in a democratic society: the awareness of their civil rights, the knowledge of political and social 
affairs, the care for the wellbeing of others, the expression on one’s opinions and standpoints, taking an 
active part in their communities, and taking responsible civic actions. [5] To summarize, the existence 
of the need for democratic citizenship and human rights education has been well-established, in order 
for students to acquire and master democratic competences at the formal level of education. In 2014 in 
Croatia, the Strategy for Education, Science and Technology was adopted, with the aim of implementing 
the Comprehensive Curricular Reform, in accordance with which the “School for Life” experimental 
program has been introduced. Unfortunately, the resolution on the implementation of the curriculum for 
the cross-curricular topic of Civic Education in primary and secondary schools in the Republic of Croatia, 
which was published in the Official Gazette (No. 10/2019), still provides for Civic Education as a cross-
curricular issue, to be included in lesson plans of other subjects at the teachers’ incentive, along with 
similar cross-curricular topics. Therefore, implementation of civic education will continue to be difficult 
to realize, since the course curricula are already content-heavy. Effective Civic Education will not be 
possible to implement without it becoming a separate, mandatory course. Moreover, teacher training 
has heretofore not been aimed at developing competences for teaching the subject matter in question. 
[3] [6] Within the reform framework, professional teacher training began in 2017, and along with it were 
made available guidebooks for teachers in the form of open-source, digital educational content, with the 
aim of facilitating the transition from a traditional model of content teaching to the new curricula focused 
on learning outcomes. Accordingly, select primary schools have introduced tablets in first grades as a 
regular teaching aid, while teachers and students have interactive schoolbooks at their disposal. Using 
digital media in teaching has thus far depended on personal preferences of teachers, mostly in schools 
with insufficient technical and financial support. However, the educational system in Croatia has been 
introduced to digital media on a more extensive scale due to the reform. This paper focuses on using 
digital media in education for democratic citizenship, or on the extent to which it can facilitate the 
development of democratic competences. Unlike traditional media, the digital ones allow for a 
networked, multimedia and interactive presentation of content, while offering tools for communication 
and networked cooperation. Among various options with which digital media facilitates education, the 
focus will be on computer games. 

2 COMPUTER GAMES AND DEMOCRATIC COMPETENCES 

Computer games enjoy a high popularity in the modern world, due to the development and popularity of 
mobile gadgets, online environment and the presence on social networking sites. In the 2018 report by 
the American ESA association it is stated that “over 164 million adults in the US plays video games, 
while three quarters of all US citizens share the household with at least one player.” [7] Some statistics 
anticipate that almost 2.7 billion people will be playing computer games by 2021. [8] These numbers 
suggest that the domain of computer games is highly developed and dynamic. From the first video game 
(Spacewear1 in 1961) to the present day, computer games have grown in their complexity, difficulty and 
the use of multimedia. The development of computer technologies is the basis of new and evolvingly 
complex computer games, which gain in popularity. Since the 1970s, a series of computer game genres 
have come into being, such as action games, adventures, arcades, survival and simulation games, 
sports games, serious games, and others. Each of these trends includes several sub-genres. For 
example, simulation games have two sub-genres which are of interest to the topic. Firstly, there is the 
control simulation where the potential players enter a role in which they, sometimes along with other 
online players, build an environment, or create conditions for the development of a community. [9] The 
community can be an imaginary one and differ from existing human communities. The most famous 
games in this genre are The Sims,2 World of Warcraft,3 and others. In the second sub-genre, the 
potential player enters a role in which they simulate the life or career of another person, e.g. the Mayor, 
the Prime Minister, a statesman, or another character with the decision-making power which affects 
either the broader or the more immediate public, and who consequently takes responsibility for the 
community. Some of the most famous games in this type are The Spore,4 The Sims, and others. 

 

1 The video game was based on the SciFi story Skylark. 

2 The Sims - https://www.ea.com/games/the-sims 

3 World of Warcraft - https://worldofwarcraft.com/en-gb/ 

4 The Spore - https://www.spore.com 



By engaging with different roles and environments, players are required to agree with decisions, solve 
problems, detect viable solutions, communicate with other players, etc. The role facilitates a perspective 
which the players might lack in real life. Authors of these games, such as Jane McGonigal, think that 
alternative reality types of games can aid the human society in deal with both current and future 
problems, such as climate change, improving human society, the development of democracy, and 
similar. [10] 

With the advancement of computer games and their features, a need arose to develop a distinctive type 
of computer games, which would encompass simulations and alternative realities as a part of the 
educational landscape. This was the beginning of “serious games”, whose appellation is often 
considered synonymous with learning games. Serious games focus on learning, including skills training 
and behavioural changes. [11] Serious games in education are sub-sectioned into educational games 
(educational and fun games), game-based learning (defined by learning outcomes), and organizational-
dynamic games and simulation games (aimed at gaining experience in practicing certain skills). [12] 

Serious games share some features of computer games, such as the option of autonomous practice, 
challenges, competitions, advancement through levels, time limits, direct feedback and collecting prizes. 
[13] Certain games allow for cooperation with other players and the creation of different content for other 
users. It is also possible to use them in other “serious” fields of interest, including political and communal 
activities, health care, the military, etc. A note of some importance here is that the technology which 
enables the environment for playing such games, the artificial intelligence, and the design of games 
themselves, expand the spatial and temporal experience of playing. [14] [15] 

The above considerations have led us to deliberate on the potential and role of serious computer games 
in the development of democratic competences. Conducting a qualitative research, we aimed to 
determine and analyse those games which include elements potentially helpful to the development of 
democratic competences. In our field of interest, the Games For Change5 association offers both digital 
and non-digital games which have a meaningful outlook to dealing with current social issues. Their list 
includes over 175 games. Having in mind that not all games can be analysed and included in school 
classes, we have decided to review those which are already available in schools and contain elements 
that develop democratic competences. The following is an overview of six available serious games from 
the said list: 

1) Arsenal of Democracy6 - The BL-Logic development studio has created a game in which the 
player participates in World War II events. Players can choose any nation that was an active participant 
in the war and direct the detailed models of economy, diplomacy, the military, home affairs, etc. 
Participants can control the detailed economic and production systems, and learn about the uses of 
espionage, intelligence, diplomacy and global policies to secure decisive advantage for their countries. 
Players actively form the national identity, social policies and response to ethnic issues. Along with 
these, users can decide on their electoral campaign, constituencies, territories, characters of ministers 
and ideas, all with broad options for acting as a moderator. The game lacks elements which would aid 
teachers in lesson planning, so should be considered as strictly individual. 

2) Budget Hero7 - The game is used in the education of college students,8 as it places them in the 
existing political and social environment of the US, where they actively participate in budgeting, and 
presidential and Congressional elections. Players can encourage active debates in the Congress, elect 
senators, etc. Apart from interesting topics, this game offers students individual or group participation.  

3) iCivics9 - For the past ten years, iCivics has been making and offering a variety of resources for 
free games, the aim of which is to develop democratic competences in students. Judge Sandra Day 
O'Connor established iCivics in order to promote civics education in the US society. The mission of 
these games is to raise a new generation of students to become thoughtful and active citizens. Over 
108,000 teachers and 6 million students from all 50 states have participated so far. Games cover 21 
topics from the range of developing democratic competences. iCivics also focuses on the US society, 
as the topics are adapted to the country’s school system. Each topic available is complemented with 
teaching materials, such as topic description, learning outcomes, and reporting models. Each iCivics 

 
5 Games for Change - http://www.gamesforchange.org/games/ 

6 Arsenal of Democracy - https://store.steampowered.com/app/42850/Arsenal_of_Democracy_A_Hearts_of_Iron_Game/ 

7 Budget Hero - http://www.teachbudgethero.org/ 

8 Wilson Center - https://www.wilsoncenter.org/ 

9 iCivics - https://www.icivics.org/about 

http://www.gamesforchange.org/games/
http://www.teachbudgethero.org/
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/
https://www.icivics.org/about


game can be played within a class, and different settings allow for individual, small groups or whole 
class involvement. iCivics games require no prior knowledge. 

4) Redistricting Game10 - The game is also aimed at offering education, with the goal of involving 
and motivating citizens to develop the awareness of how election districts are formed by the legislators. 
The game tries to highlight the possible abuse within districts. It focuses on the social and political 
system in the US. Players can, by using former election results, create new maps of districts and 
understand how they can predict the future elective response in any potential election district. 

5) Democracy 2 (3)11 - This simulation game gives players complete insight into political and social 
participation. Access to political opinions, healthcare issues, unemployment, school system, transport, 
taxes, electing representatives, military budget, and crime prevention are some of the elements 
available. Players are focused on the simulation of real-life governance of a country. The goal of the 
game is to make daily decisions as a president or prime minister. This is one of the more complex 
simulation games. 

6) New Shores12 – a Game for Democracy - This is a multiplayer online game with a strong focus 
on active engagement and direct communication between players. The intended audiences are high 
school and college students. Players are sent to a mysterious island rich in natural resources. They 
need to organize a democratic society, which includes negotiations, cooperation, empathy, and respect 
for democratic values. The game is simple and intuitive; it does not require advanced computer skills. 

 

3 CONCLUSIONS 

The didactic value of analysed games can be summarized as follows: To varying extents, games allow 
users to become acquainted with the political processes and problem solving in simulated situations, 
which can have a positive learning outcome. [16] The users are presented with the complexity of political 
decision-making, and are given different perspectives of a situation, which, in principle, contributes to 
the development of political judgment. The utility of the games particularly comes to the forefront in the 
sphere of motivation. Points are won for efficiency, and feedback is readily available, both of which can 
have a positive influence on raising the awareness of political affairs, and can strengthen the conviction 
that one’s own interests are best served by actions in the real world. Despite this, the opportunities for 
class implementation of such and similar computer games rarely arise. One of the most important issues 
that teachers face is the difficult task of choosing appropriate computer games which are easily 
available. [17] Reasons encompass several financial and organizational factors. Another issue is that 
the formation of the appropriate didactic frame is left to teachers themselves, since there are no 
appropriate instruction materials. After the game, which is time-consuming and therefore difficult to 
incorporate within the minimum annual instruction time, students should discuss the experiences and 
insights gained, as well as broaden their knowledge in accordance to the class syllabus. Playing 
computer games during school hours requires a thorough preliminary setup by the teacher, along with 
their immediate guidance and direction, the prerequisite of which is proper teacher training. Furthermore, 
a significant number of games is tied to a pre-defined political system of a certain country (such as the 
US), which gives a deeper insight into the political and social system of the said country, but not others. 
There is also, of course, the issue of language. Most games currently available in the market are in 
English, which makes proficiency in the language it a prerequisite, whereas not all students have 
mastered it to such an extent. 

Finally, it ought to be mentioned that the competences for taking democratic action include articulation, 
argumentation, decision-making and negotiation [18], which are all constituent parts of education that 
can be enhanced through digital content. Nevertheless, similar to other forms of learning, digital content 
does not play a key role in acquiring democratic competences. [19] Optimally organized classes depend 
on other factors, from individual preferences of students and teachers to their attitudes to digital content, 
and their proficiencies in its use. [20] First and foremost, for the ideal learning about democratic 
competences and their acquisition to take place, a democratic society should carve out the time for a 
separate and mandatory subject on civic education, not only during the compulsory education, but also 
in the field of higher education, especially as part of teacher training courses. Most countries in the EU 

 
10 Redistricting Game - http://www.redistrictinggame.org/index.php 

11 Democracy - http://www.positech.co.uk/democracy2/ 

12 New Shores – a Game for Democracy - https://newshores.crs.org.pl/#game 

http://www.redistrictinggame.org/index.php
http://www.positech.co.uk/democracy2/
https://newshores.crs.org.pl/#game


have managed to do so, and despite the differing terms for the said subject (civic education, education 
for democratic citizenship, politische Bildung - political education, citizenship education, civics, 
citizenship and human rights education, active citizenship education, common good civics etc.), the 
content and learning outcomes share a great number of similarities. Unfortunately, at the time of writing 
this paper, Croatian educational system has not implemented a separate and mandatory subject in the 
field of civic education, the subject matter of which is still taught only in a cross-curricular manner. 
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