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Abstract

Video games offer tourism stakeholders new opportunities for diversification. Focusing on As-
sassin’s Creed Shadows, a video game set in feudal Japan, we explore the feasibility of leverag-
ing the game as part of Wakayama Prefecture’s tourism offering, a specific region prominently
featured in the game. Implications for how Finnish tourism industry might leverage video game
tourism in a similar manner are drawn. A two-part multimethod exploratory study is conducted:
1) a study of popular online discussion forum r/AssassinsCreedShadows (forum threads n=150 &
comments n=421), drawing inspiration from the broader research tradition of netnography, and
2) a qualitative survey (n=38) with local tourism stakeholders in and prospective international
visitors to Wakayama Prefecture. Findings show how players organically discuss tourism-related
topics, e.g. building real-life itineraries based on Kansai-area locations seen in-game or shar-
ing tips for what to pack for a visit to Japan. This provides support for the potential positive
effect Assassin’s Creed Shadows might have for inbound international tourism in Japan. The
qualitative survey further shows a generally positive attitude towards theming different tourism
offerings, e.g. restaurant experiences, photospots, or game-inspired activities such as ‘leap of
faiths’, around the game. However, caution is needed so that new initiatives do not disrupt local
heritage or residents’ day-to-day life. This paper brings nuance to the concept of authenticity of
tourism experience by introducing prospect-based authenticity — a desire to validate imagined
experiences before they even happen — to design and develop tourism offerings.

Keywords: popular culture tourism, media-induced tourism, video game tourism, Assassin’s Creed

26 TUTKIMUS



Video games and place branding: A netnographic study of Assassin’s Creed Shadows

Introduction

Popular culture has long influenced travel behaviour, inspiring fans to visit real-world locations
they see in various forms of media. This phenomenon, often referred to as media-induced tour-
ism, has been particularly well documented in the context of books, films and television (Beeton,
2001; Beeton, 2006; Connell, 2012; Lundberg et al., 2025), and has extended to video games in
recent years as well. Just as books, movies and television can spark interest in destinations, e.g.
the Lord of the Rings films boosting tourism in New Zealand (Buchmann, 2010), recent research
has started to explore how video games share similar travel motivation effects (Bowman et al.,
2024; Dubois & Gibbs, 2018; Salmond & Salmond, 2016; Zemta & Bielak, 2024). For instance, an
open-world video game set in a real location can encourage players to seek out that place in real
life, blending digital adventure with physical tourism consumption (Bowman et al., 2024). At the
same time, video games increasingly serve as platforms for digital heritage storytelling, recre-
ating historical settings and narratives that educate players about local culture and history. This
has implications for tourism management, for instance cultural heritage preservation (through
digital reconstructions) and place branding (shaping a destination’s image through its portrayal
in a game).

This study examines how video games - with a specific focus on Assassin's Creed Shadows
(AC Shadows’), a video game set in feudal Japan and released for PC and major consoles in
March 2025 - might influence cultural tourism, digital heritage preservation, and place brand-
ing in the context of a lesser-known Japanese destination, Wakayama Prefecture. AC Shadows
is specifically chosen as a focus for its potential lessons-learned for the Finnish tourism sector,
as Japanese tourists make up a significant segment of inbound long-haul tourists in Finland.

While the major cities surrounding Wakayama Prefecture, e.g. Kyoto, Osaka, or Kobe, are
very well-known touristic destinations, Wakayama is internationally lesser-known and could
thus benefit from place branding via video game representation. Through combining perspec-
tives on media-induced tourism (across film, literature, TV and games), the role of video games
in cultural heritage storytelling and the use of three dimensional open-world game worlds in
place marketing, we conduct a netnographic study on online discussion forum Reddit r/Assas-
sinsCreedShadows (forum threads n=150, comments n=421) and a qualitative survey (n=38) to
explore how local tourism stakeholders in Wakayama and prospective visitors to Wakayama
Prefecture — a destination featured heavily in Assassin’s Creed Shadows — perceive the potential
for and feasibility of leveraging video game tourism to boost the area’s international tourism
demand. In particular, the study aims to address the following research question (RQ):

RQ: What opportunities and challenges do local stakeholders and prospective international vis-
itors see in leveraging AC Shadows for tourism in Wakayama, Japan?

Doing so is important in order to understand the potential real-world impacts video games may
have for boosting local tourism demand. In addition, the present study has theoretical impli-
cations for conceptualising different forms of media-induced tourism, in particular extending
previous knowledge on video-game induced tourism.
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Media-induced tourism

Media-induced tourism encompasses various forms of travel motivated by engagement with
media narratives, including e.g. celebrity tourism (Soligo & Dickens, 2020), screen tourism
(Connell & Meyer, 2009; Jo et al., 2025), film or film-induced tourism (Beeton, 2016; Law et al.,
2007), and popular culture tourism (Lexhagen et al., 2022; Lundberg et al., 2024). These forms
span a wide range of media formats, such as film, television, novels, comics, and, more recently,
video games (Dubois & Gibbs, 2018). Media-induced tourism exemplifies the complex interplay
between imaginative geographies and embodied travel practices, where mediated representa-
tions of place stimulate affective connections and travel desires among audiences (Crouch et al.,
2005; Reijnders, 2011).

Academic studies have established that popular culture media entertainment can be a pow-
erful driver for tourism, as enjoyable and meaningful experiences with media products drive
interest in travelling to destinations featured in those products. Early foundational studies,
such as Hudson & Ritchie (2006), demonstrated how cinematic representations can serve as
powerful catalysts for tourism, often producing forms of ‘media pilgrimage’ wherein fans seek
out real-world filming locations to deepen their emotional or symbolic attachment to a fictional
narrative. For example, visitors flock to landmarks seen in films like Braveheart (Edensor, 2001),
the Notting Hill (Busby & Klug, 2001), The Beach (Law et al., 2007), Captain Corelli’s Mandolin
(Hudson & Ritchie, 2006), Harry Potter (Lee, 2012) or The Da Vinci Code (Bakiewicz et al., 2022).
Television series and novels have similarly spurred travel, e.g. fans touring filming locations
from Game of Thrones in Dubrovnik (Johnson, 2024). The concept of media-induced tourism
has strong parallels with many streams of tourism research, e.g. literary tourism (Squire, 1994),
special interest tourism (Ingram et al., 2021), fan culture tourism (Yeoman, 2022) or pilgrim-
age tourism (Okamoto, 2015), which articulate tourism as both performative and participatory
(Hills, 2002; Rickly-Boyd et al., 2014).

Approaches for studying the impacts of popular culture media entertainment on tourism
have been broad, from different types of case studies to mixed methods studies (Ingram et al.,
2021) and e.g. the study of film reviews (Nieto-Ferrando et al., 2024). The general insight seems
to be that fictional or dramatized representations of places can spark real-world travel demand,
by feeding the imagination and emotional connection of audiences (Connell, 2012). Within this
context, video games have emerged as a new frontier of media-induced tourism. Dubois &
Gibbs (2018) introduced the term ‘video game-induced tourism’ to recognize that games, like
other forms of media-induced tourism, can inspire players to visit related locations. They stud-
ied online discussions by Assassin’s Creed players, and found that many expressed motivation
to travel to the real-life cities depicted in-game (Renaissance Florence in Assassin’s Creed II,
Revolutionary Paris in Assassin’s Creed Unity). These findings suggest a shift in media-induced
tourism, from passive spectatorship to immersive spatial interaction, whereby in video games,
particularly open-world video games, the player is afforded increased agency to interact with the
media representation to explore and construct unstructured, personal experiences.

Building on this, Bowman et al. (2024) studied fans of historically situated games and con-
cluded that a heightened ‘sense of place’ within game environments significantly correlates with
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a player’s intention to visit the corresponding real-world location. This highlights the potential
role of video games as vehicles of virtual place-making and affective geography. In other words,
when a game world feels authentic and culturally rich, players might be more likely to want
to see its real counterpart. Such a view positions video games as a form of ‘virtual tourism’ or
‘contents tourisn?, where narrative content motivates travel. In the context of Japan, Graburn &
Yamamura (2020), Yamamura (2020) and others have documented such content tourism across
media fandoms, from anime and mange pilgrimages to fan-fiction, e.g. the Tokyo-based Co-
miket, one of the biggest annual conventions focused on self-published works, doujin.

Cultural heritage and digital storytelling

Beyond entertainment, video games increasingly play a role in cultural heritage preservation
and storytelling. Many games (especially historical adventures) recreate past eras, architecture,
and customs, effectively serving as interactive narratives of heritage. Importantly, these games
do not merely represent history, they animate it, transforming cultural memory into participa-
tory narrative. In this sense, games constitute a form of procedural heritage (Champion, 2015),
whereby heritage is not only depicted but performed and negotiated through player interaction.

The Assassin’s Creed video game franchise is a flagship example of this, known for blending
fiction with detailed historical settings. As discussed by Politopoulos et al. (2019), the Assas-
sin’s Creed video game series represents one of the most successful forms of popular culture
entertainment set in the past and released globally to the general public in recent years. With
the release of Assassin’s Creed Shadows marking 14 main line entries and close to 20 spin-offs,
entries in the game series tend to feature different geographic locations, from ancient Greece to
18th century New Orleans, as well as historical settings — places, events and people -, illustrating
so-called ‘realist simulation’ (Chapman, 2016) and ‘perceived realism’ (Vandewalle et al., 2023).
This could be argued to result in entertainment content which is historically-rooted but fiction-
al, entertainment focused yet educational, and immersive in its in-game simulation of reality
to the point that players may perceive the content as realistic, regardless of any inaccuracies or
inauthenticity. It is therefore no surprise that the Assassin’s Creed video game franchise has
started to also shape research on video game tourism (Dubois & Gibbs, 2018).

Assassin's Creed Shadows, set around the Kansai Region in 16th-century Japan, continues
this tradition. In the game, players assume the roles of Naoe, a stealthy shinobi assassin, and
Yasuke, a powerful samurai, as they navigate feudal Japan caught in political upheaval and shift-
ing military alliances. The game’s developer, Ubisoft, worked with historians to develop a ‘Cul-
tural Discovery’ codex within the game — an in-game encyclopedia of the Azuchi-Momoyama
period’s history, art, and culture (Ubisoft, 2025). This feature provides players with carefully
researched entries on topics like castles, the economy, daily life, and notable figures, effective-
ly turning gameplay into a learning journey. Indeed, such gameplay may become a vector for
informal heritage learning, transforming entertainment into a form of situated knowledge ac-
quisition (Anderson et al., 2010).

TUTKIMUS 29



Tuomi et al.

In this vein, video games of this nature not only teach history; they can also help preserve
it. One example is Assassin's Creed Unity, which featured a detailed 3D model of Notre-Dame
Cathedral in Paris. The game’s artists spent over a year researching and reconstructing the ca-
thedral (Lowrie, 2019), and after the real Notre-Dame was devastated by fire in 2019, observers
noted that this digital model could serve as a valuable archive of the monument’s pre-fire state.
Although restorers ultimately relied on official scans and data, Ubisoft’s recreation illustrates
the potential of video games to act as a digital record of cultural heritage, highlighting the pres-
ervation potential and contribution to collective memory of video game worlds.

This fusion of digital and material heritage is also evident in Assassin’s Creed Shadows,
where Ubisoft collaborated with cultural institutions to digitally revive artifacts. For instance,
the game includes a Kabuto (samurai helmet) that represents one of the first recorded contacts
between Japan and Europe. The real artifact, held in a Spanish museum, was heavily damaged,
but Ubisoft and its partners helped create a physical reconstruction and immortalized it in the
game (Ubisoft, 2025). This exemplifies how digital heritage - defined by UNESCO (2003) as con-
sisting of “unique resources of human knowledge and expression” and embracing “cultural, ed-
ucational, scientific and administrative resources, as well as technical, legal, medical and other
kinds of information created digitally or converted into digital form” - and the preservation of
digital heritage in video games can complement physical conservation, whereby the virtual plat-
form may raise awareness and excitement about artifacts and heritage sites that players might
otherwise never encounter.

As opposed to literary tourism or film tourism, video games also employ immersive story-
telling techniques that convey and afford a deeper integration of intangible heritage such as lo-
cal mythology, language, music, or folklore, in a format that can be interacted with. For instance,
Assassin's Creed Shadows not only recreates landmarks like castles and villages, it also draws on
Japanese cultural narratives, citing inspiration from classic samurai literature and films (Stuart,
2025). By weaving national legends and historical figures (e.g. Oda Nobunaga) into its plot, the
game acts as a form of interactive cultural narrative. This type of storytelling may deepen play-
ers’ emotional connection to the culture and history depicted whilst providing an experience of
the past as a virtual foreign country (Walsh, 1992) or a kind of historical tourism in itself (Cham-
pion, 2015).

The key implication is that video games can make cultural heritage accessible and engag-
ing to global audiences, including younger generations who might not engage with traditional
media or museums. By sparking curiosity about history, these types of video games may lay a
foundation for subsequent real-world exploration. A player who roams a virtual feudal Japan —
learning about tea ceremonies, castle architecture, or samurai code of conduct — may develop a
desire to visit Japan'’s actual castles, tea houses, or museums to continue that learning process in
person. In this way, video games participate in a longer genealogy of heritage tourism, but with
modalities shaped by video game engines, algorithmic design, player agency, and cross-cultural
narrative (Dong, et al., 2021; Dubois & Gibbs, 2018).
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Place branding via video game representation

The representation of real-world locations within video games may increasingly function as an
emergent form of place branding, wherein the immersive affordances of digital media construct
affective associations with geographic locales (Anholt, 2010; Avraham & Ketter, 2008). When a
location is featured in a popular game, it potentially gains exposure to millions of players, ef-
fectively acting as a form of unintentional marketing for that place. Unlike tourism marketing
communication tools such as brochures or targeted advertisements, video games may offer an
immersive ‘feel’ of the locale’s atmosphere, scenery, and culture through visual, narrative, and
ludic elements. If the portrayal is positive or intriguing, it can become part of the place’s brand
in the public imagination, that is, contribute to mediated spatial imaginaries, the mental maps
through which individuals come to know and desire places (Reijnders, 2011).

A prominent example is Tsushima Island in Japan. Before 2020, Tsushima was relatively
obscure internationally. Then came the PlayStation game Ghost of Tsushima, an open-world ad-
venture set on the island during a 13th-century Mongol invasion. The game’s visuals and story
put Tsushima on the global map, redefining its brand as a land of brave samurai and beauti-
ful landscapes. The impact was such that Tsushima’s local authorities formally acknowledged
the developers for boosting the island’s profile. The mayor of Tsushima stated that the game
“spread the name and history of Tsushima to the whole world in such a wonderful way”, noting
that even many Japanese had not known about the island’s history prior to the game (Scullion,
2021). In essence, Ghost of Tsushima functioned as a massive place branding campaign — not or-
chestrated by a tourism office, but as a byproduct of a storytelling experience. The local tourism
board seized the opportunity, partnering with Sony — the game’s publisher — to create a tourism
campaign based on the game and highlight Tsushima’s real landmarks that inspired the virtual
world (Nagasaki-Tabinet, 2021).

With Assassin’s Creed Shadows, Japan's tourism demand stands to gain a similar boost. The
game recreates numerous real locations — e.g. Himeji Castle, Fukuchiyama Castle, Takeda Cas-
tle ruins, and the rural landscapes of central Japan are all replicated in-game. The portrayal can
influence international perceptions of Japan’s regional destinations. For instance, Himeji Cas-
tle (a UNESCO World Heritage Site) may become a must-see for gamers who storm its virtual
halls in AC Shadows. In effect, Assassin’s Creed Shadows contributes to Japan’s place branding,
reinforcing its image as a land of samurai legends, feudal castles, and sacred pilgrimage sites.
Such representations, when done respectfully and vividly, can entice tourists to go beyond the
typical Tokyo-Kyoto corridor and explore regions like Wakayama that are rich in history. Indeed,
tourism boards can proactively capitalize on this — much as Tsushima did - by creating tie-in
materials (maps, guides, travel itineraries) linking the game’s content to real locations. As noted
by Dubois & Gibbs (2018), this kind of synergy is increasingly recognized by destination mar-
keting. When marketed in collaboration with local stakeholders, these forms of representation
may also encourage sustainable tourism marketing practices, which address critical questions
about authorship, authenticity, and the ethical responsibilities of cultural representation as part
of commercial game design.
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Method

To explore if and how digital heritage and gaming could be integrated into sustainable tourism
management strategies in Wakayama Prefecture, Japan, a two-part multimethod qualitative re-
search design was adopted.

First, to scope the degree to which Assassin’s Creed Shadows has potential for influencing
inbound travel in the regions digitally represented in the game, a qualitative study which draws
inspiration from but does not fully apply the principles of netnography was conducted, as prior
research has found netnographic approaches as a useful method for understanding the ‘dream-
ing stage of traveller journeys (Gretzel, 2021). Rooted in the seminal work by Kozinets (2002), in
this paper we see netnography as an ethnographically informed, qualitative method developed
for studying the cultural meanings, practices, interactions, and communities that form through
online and networked communication.

In practice, we started our study by searching for online communities that gamers frequent.
After several rounds of searching, we chose to focus on a sub-Reddit discussion forum r/As-
sassinsCreedShadows, as previous research looking at the impact of video games on tourism
motivation have also found Reddit a useful data source (Dubois & Gibbs, 2018). In practice,
we manually scraped and subsequently analysed the 150 most recent, publicly available forum
threads and their comments (n=421) starting from 2nd June 2025. All of the analysed Reddit
posts were in English. With over 40 000 members, the r/AssassinsCreedShadow discussion fo-
rum was identified as a major meeting point for fans of the video game in question. The discus-
sion forum is public and can be freely joined by anyone. The forum has dozens of users online at
any given time, and new forum threads are started daily. The broader platform, Reddit, is one of
the biggest online discussion forums in the world, with English being the dominant language
of interaction. In terms of data ethics, we followed Rocha-Silva et al. (2024), whereby a clear
inclusion/exclusion criteria was established, only posts with direct relevance to travel were ex-
tracted for analysis, all user identifiers were removed to anonymise the data, and for reporting
only shortened and paraphrased quotes were manually extracted from Reddit to reduce search-
ability. Searchability of the paraphrased quotes was also tested prior to inclusion, and all data
was removed after analysis. The rationale for focusing on an online discussion forum for data
collection first was to qualitatively explore the general extent to which the specific video game
Assassin's Creed Shadows has for prompting tourism travel motivation.

Second, to complement our netnographic study, a qualitative survey was designed and
distributed. Two versions of the survey were developed: one for local tourism stakeholders in
Wakayama Prefecture, and one for prospective visitors. The rationale was to explore the actual
opportunities and challenges local stakeholders and prospective international visitors see in lev-
eraging AC Shadows for tourism in Wakayama, Japan.

Both surveys were structured the same way. First, three demographic questions (age, gen-
der, nationality) were asked to capture participants’ background. For prospective international
visitors, there was also an additional question measuring whether participants had prior ex-
perience of travelling to Japan or not. Then, two questions about participants’ familiarity with
the Assassin’s Creed game franchise generally and Assassin’s Creed Shadows in particular were
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asked. After these, eight open-ended questions were designed, building on Lundberg et al.
(2025). The questions aimed to tease out participants’ views for acceptable and unacceptable
ways to develop new services and experiences — or theme existing services and experiences —
around Assassin's Creed Shadows, looking at local artefacts (e.g. temples, shrines), local people
(e.g. traditions, communities), and local resources (e.g. nature, traditional crafts, regional cui-
sine). There were also specific questions about the general suitability of theming experiences
with this specific video game in the first place, as well as examples of marketing campaigns and
preferable marketing channels for leveraging Assassin’s Creed Shadows as part of Wakayama’s
destination marketing efforts.

As for distribution, a combination of convenience and purposive sampling approach was
used, whereby the survey link was distributed on the researchers’ personal social media pages
in May-July 2025. In addition, the participation link for the prospective international visitors
was shared directly to gamers by distributing the link on video game dedicated Facebook groups
and the aforementioned Reddit forum r/AssassinsCreedShadows. The survey was distributed in
both English and Japanese. A total of n=13 responses were collected for the local tourism stake-
holder version of the survey (in Japanese), and an additional n=25 for the prospective interna-
tional visitor version of the survey (in English). Local tourism stakeholders were invited to par-
ticipate by one of the researcher’s who is based in Japan, leveraging their professional network.
The participant pool for local tourism stakeholder side of the survey included representatives
from accommodation, food service, attractions, and destination management. Table 1 presents
an overall summary of participants’ background information across both surveys.

Table 1. Summary of participants’ background information (n=38)

GENDER AGE NATIONALITY FAMILIARITY WITH AC FAMILIARITY WITH AC
GAME FRANCHISE SHADOWS
Male:27%  18-24:50% Japan:34% Very familiar: 329% Very familiar: 24%
Female: 73% 25-29:19% Rest of Asia: 8% Somewhat familiar: Somewhat familiar:
Other:0%  30-39:15% Europe:31% 44% 37%
35-49:16% Americas:27%  Not familiar: 24% Not familiar: 39%

50+: 0% Other: 0%

The entire resulting qualitative dataset was analysed thematically, drawing on Lundberg et al.
(2025) and following Tuomi et al.’s (2020) process, moving systematically from open coding to
hierarchical and axial coding, to theoretical coding. The data from the online discussion forums
and the survey data were analysed separately, to allow for triangulation. Data was analysed by
one member of the research team and checked for internal validity by the rest of the research
team. The online discussion forum study revealed three key themes: 1) Comparing real-life and
in-game locations, to act as travel inspiration, 2) Sharing real-life memories from Japan, as
prompted by the video game, and 3) Other travel related forum posts. To complement these,
the thematic analysis of the survey revealed an additional two key themes: 1) Opportunities of
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leveraging Assassin’s Creed Shadows as part of Wakayama’s tourism offering, and 2) Challeng-
es of leveraging Assassin's Creed Shadows as part of Wakayama’s tourism offering. Together,
these qualitative themes aim to answer our original research question, i.e., what opportunities
and challenges do local stakeholders and prospective international visitors see in leveraging AC
Shadows for tourism in Wakayama, Japan?

Findings

Findings from the online discussion forum post analysis
In terms of the Reddit forum posts, unsurprisingly, the majority of the forum threads focused
on specific gameplay related questions, sharing memes about the game, as well as discussing
upcoming updates to the game. A cursive look at other video game focused sub-Reddits reveals a
similar pattern in topics discussed. However, among the 150 analysed forum threads, there were
13 threads focusing purely on tourism. These forum threads centred on three key themes: 1) com-
paring real-life locations in the Kansai region, mainly Osaka and Kyoto, to their counterparts
in-game (threads n=7, comments n=59), 2) sharing real-life memories from Japan, seemingly
evoked by experiencing the video game (threads n=4, comments n=56), and 3) other travel related
forum posts (threads n=2, comments n=15). Throughout the three themes, a recurring under-
current seemed to be the game’s perceived ’authenticity’, i.e. its ability to convey a compelling
picture — through historical details, game graphics, storytelling, etc. — of feudal Japan that play-
ers felt emotionally attached to, even without having real-life experiences of travelling to Japan.
First, several forum threads focused on comparing real-life locations in Japan with the same
locations found in Assassin’s Creed Shadows. For instance, many Reddit users shared side-by-
side comparative photos of in-game and real-life landmarks, e.g. temples and castles, discuss-
ing how the video game’s perceived 'realism’ added depth to their game experience. Specifically
speaking to the feasibility of the video game to spark travel motivation, a few Reddit users also
mentioned how seeing a beautiful location in-game has inspired them to travel there in real life
as well:

Wow [this] really looks just like the game.
Went to Koyasan in 2015 [...] back there today and managed to match up a couple of photos [...]

I played the AC in Italy then a friend of mine went there for a [...] vacation. I recognized several loca-
tions easily through her pictures.

This is cool. I am travelling to Japan later in the year [...] after playing the game, have added Lake
Biwa to my itinerary.

In order to illustrate the types of discussions online posters had on the sub-Reddit discussion
forum r/AssassinsCreedShadows, Figure 1 depicts a side-by-side comparison of Nachi Falls, Wa-
kayama, in real-life and in-game.
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Figure 1. Nachi Falls, Wakayama, Japan, in real-life (left; Source: iStock) and in-game (right; Source:
Author’s own)

Second, there were a few lengthy forum threads about sharing real-life memories the posters’
had from Japan, as seemingly evoked again by playing the video game. Highlighting the ways
in which playing the video game sparked place-focused nostalgic retrospection, Reddit users
discussed how the game had even helped them reconnect with their past:

I've been to Japan twice now over the past few years but sadly can’t see me going again any time soon
[...] playing AC Shadows honestly brings me so much joy being able to explore in what feels like my
favourite place I've ever visited.

In a similar vein, for Reddit users with seemingly no prior experiences of travelling to Japan,
playing the video game seemed to have acted as an important part of the pre-travel phase, allo-
wing players to imagine what travelling to Japan might be like. As illustrated by one Reddit user’s
joy of finally experiencing the vistas seen in-game in person:

Seeing Japan for real only increased my appreciation [with regards to the] game! the details of the
buildings in the game are just mad! [...] the dense forest with annoying unclimable hills, its all true!

Finally, for other travel related forum posts, a lengthy forum thread discussed the best time of
year to visit Japan, based on forum posters’ experiences of playing the game, with the conver-
sation also branching off to sharing tips for essential items to pack when travelling to Japan.
Situating the experience of playing the Assassin’s Creed Shadows video game against a broader
landscape of popular culture media related to Japan and the cultural themes and real-world lo-
cations depicted by the game, another post explicitly focused on suggesting additional popular
culture content to fellow gamers:

Ifyou like AC Shadows, you might want to watch Gunshi Kanbei, a japanese tv show. [...] The show
visits places like Wakasa, Kyoto, Harima, Ise, Kii and even Sakai. Basically, most of the tv show is
setin the region we play in. [...] If you cant get enough of the vibe of this game, i suggest this tv show.

Summing up the findings from analysing the online discussion forum posts, even though travel
and tourism were clearly not the primary focus of discussions on r/AssassinsCreedShadows,
with only about 10% of the overall analysed forum posts dealing with tourism-related themes,
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our findings show some support for Assassin's Creed Shadows having potential for influencing
inbound travel in the regions digitally represented in the game. Against this backdrop, next, the
findings from the qualitative survey are presented.

Findings from the qualitative survey

Moving on to the survey results, the majority of the participants (n=38) had prior knowledge of
both Assassin’s Creed video game franchise in general and AC Shadows in particular. Overall,
there seemed to be a generally positive attitude towards leveraging Assassin’s Creed Shadows as
part of Wakayama Prefecture’s tourism offerings both among local tourism stakeholders (n=13)
and prospective international visitors (n=25). As put by one prospective international visitor: “I
love Japan and this game made me crazy with its graphics and the accuracy of the story and the
characters.”

In line with our original research question, overall, the thematic analysis of the data revealed
two key themes: 1) Opportunities of leveraging Assassin’s Creed Shadows as part of Wakayama’s
tourism offering, and 2) Challenges of leveraging Assassin's Creed Shadows as part of Wakay-
ama’s tourism offering.

In terms of opportunities, participants noted the general potential of using the video game
as a unique selling point for the region, as well as the possibility of developing themed guided
tours, events or food experiences based on Assassin's Creed Shadows. Participants also men-
tioned focusing on specific points of interest, or offering tourists opportunities to dress up as
characters in the game. As put by participants:

Since Wakayama is close to Osaka, tourists often go to Osaka instead. But Wakayama is full of

unique attractions that can only be experienced locally. I think if we can communicate that, we can
create new demand for tourism (Local tourism stakeholder).

Maybe [we] could offer game character costumes for the visitors to rent to immerse them like they are
in the game (Local tourism stakeholder).

Doing any similar simple side missions like from the game (Prospective international visitor).

Doing stamp rally at the different locations and if you complete it, you can either get a complete post-
card image (such as in Kishi cat station) or receive discounts at selected stores. by creating a tour sur-
rounding similar experiences and themes like in the game castle, food and traditional outfit (Local
tourism stakeholder).

Create samurai and ninja experience tours using foggy mountain trails (Prospective internation-
al visitor).

In a similar vein as also found in our study of online discussion forum posts, participants sug-
gested signposting best photo spots for tourists in order to create comparative illustrations
from in-game locations. Further, participants saw potential in translating specific mechanics
from the game itself into real-life experiences:

Ifyou place signs labeled “Photo Spot” in locations seen in the game, it would be easier for visitors to
share on social media (Prospective international visitor).
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Create VR-based combat zones for immersive tours (Local tourism stakeholder).

Use tall buildings for a bungee jumping experience similar to ”Leap of Faith” [a recurring concept
prevalent in most Assassin’s Creed games] (Prospective international visitor).

Having cutouts of the characters as well as making small activities and food that are shown in that
are tied into the video game (Local tourism stakeholder).

Create an app version of the game in which you can “collect” photos of the iconic places in the video
game. Collecting them all may then open a new level of the game (Local tourism stakeholder).

As for the most appropriate channels to promote AC Shadows themed tourism services and
experiences, several participants mentioned Instagram and TikTok, with a few also mentioning
Youtube, Discord, Facebook and video game streaming platform Twitch. Similar to how the ac-
tual video game functions, participants also noted how scarcity, e.g. limited time items or uni-
que items, could be used to promote the exclusiveness of experiences tied to the game:

Especially tiktok and instagram paid media to reach a big media of young customer (main customer
group) and probably through patnership [sic] like Air France/Air Japan, have a special deal (Local
tourism stakeholder).

Discord, Reddit, Twitter, TikTok and other gaming platforms. Yes I would promote limited time
items and high quality products that you wouldn’t be able to find anywhere else (Local tourism
stakeholder).

When it came to challenges of leveraging Assassin's Creed Shadows as part of Wakayama's
tourism offering, participants noted that places of worship or historical monuments, such as
temples or castles, should not be extensively used in promotional activities.

Wakayama has many religious tourist sites, which I think are mismatched with video games (Local
tourism stakeholder).

The environment around Wakayama Castle should be protected (Local tourism stakeholder).

Participants also expressed concerns hordes of tourists might bring to local day-to-day life,
emphasising how this should be protected and the authenticity of the destination maintained:

We should show respect for local festivals (Prospective international visitor).

I'm a bit worried about congestion in public transportation due to tourists (Local tourism stake-
holder).

In my opinion this should be done always respecting their traditions and way of living, trying to
avoid becoming a stage of the game, or an amusement park. Local people could be involved in initi-
atives that truly represent their culture and customs, keeping the authenticity. One possible way is
developing activities that showcase traditions related to the game but are still part of their daily life,
maybe related to crafting, use of materials, social norms, food culture, etc. (Prospective interna-
tional visitor).
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Interestingly, despite the perceived potential challenges to local communities, several partici-
pants also noted how the potential benefits of inbound tourism would outweigh the negatives:

1 think there will be some impact. However, I don’t think the negative effects will be large or imme-
diate. Even ifthey do appear, they will be temporary. On balance, I believe the benefits outweigh the
costs (Local tourism stakeholder).

Discussion

Given the discussions above, Assassin's Creed Shadows presents a timely opportunity for lever-
aging video game induced tourism strategically in Wakayama Prefecture. The game is set during
a tumultuous chapter of Japanese history — Azuchi-Momoyama period and thus the end of the
Sengoku era — and features real central Japan locales. Importantly, the game recreates several
castles and towns of that period with great care. While the game’s exact storyline is fictional, the
game spans real areas in the Kansai and surrounding regions —including parts of what is today
Wakayama Prefecture. By placing Wakayama’s heritage in front of a global gaming audience,
Assassin's Creed Shadows could raise the profile of the region, as millions of players will virtually
encounter these places, potentially sparking curiosity to see them first-hand. In other words,
Assassin's Creed Shadows can serve as a digital gateway to Japan's lesser-known cultural desti-
nations like Wakayama, by building interest in the era and environment those places represent.

The next two sub-sections discuss the theoretical and practical implications of our study.
Further, given the broader readership of the Finnish Journal of Tourism Research and the inter-
national success of Finnish video game brands such as Angry Birds, Clash of Clans or Alan Wake,
as well as viral indie hits such as the Finnish Cottage Simulator, we will subsequently argue that
such practices could also be applied in other tourism contexts, e.g. to promote Finnish tourism
offerings for inbound international tourists.

Theoretical implications
The present study extends the body of knowledge on popular culture and media-induced tour-
ism. While there has been extensive research on film tourism (Lundberg et al., 2025) and literary
tourism (Hoppen et al., 2013), as well as other forms of contents tourism, e.g. anime and manga
tourism (Yamamura, 2020), and "hobby’ related tourism, e.g. wine tourism or dark tourism, rel-
atively few studies have focused on video game tourism explicitly (Bowman et al., 2024; Dubois
& Gibbs, 2018). To that end, we build on Dubois & Gibbs (2018) and Bowman et al. (2024) and
offer new empirical evidence on the potential impact of popular culture media representations
in sparking international visitor behaviour at the local destination level. In practice, our paper
offers one of the first academic studies focusing explicitly on Assassin's Creed Shadows in the
context of video game tourism. Importantly, building on prior studies on video game tourism
we seek to combine perspectives of gamers, prospective international visitors and local tourism
stakeholders in one study, marking a unique contribution to the current body of knowledge.

In particular, drawing on our qualitative findings, we make a distinct contribution to previ-
ous theoretical understanding of video game induced tourism by noting the deeply immersive
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nature of video games as a form of (digital) media representation (Dubois & Gibbs, 2018). Whilst
TV series or movies allow fans to see real-life locations on a screen, and works of literature allow
fans to imagine, based on written or auditory description, what a given location might look
like, video games often allow players to interact with the media representation in more nuanced
ways. To illustrate, in the specific case of Assassin’s Creed Shadows, a player might choose to
climb on top of Nijo Castle, or interact with (virtual) historical figures living in the castle — some-
thing real-life visitors to the castle cannot do. Further, games like Assassin’s Creed Shadows also
allow players to impact the narrative of the game, e.g. to choose how to interact with said real
historical figures. This deeper level of immersion and agency video games have relative to other
forms of media — and subsequently, media-induced tourism — has potential implications on
visitor motivation, expectations, and the actual core and post-visit experience, as video games
allow users to move from a spectator to an active participant (Dubois et al., 2021).

Indeed, our findings show this to be particularly true for open world video games such as
Assassin’s Creed Shadows which allow for a lot of player freedom and facilitate a certain degree
of roleplay. In our analysis of online discussion forum posts on r/AssassinsCreedShadows, we
found examples of how playing the video game seemed to allow users to vividly imagine what
travelling to the same locales in real life might be like, as well as nudge users with existing mem-
ories of places depicted in the game to relive and share their experience by playing the game and
posting about it on Reddit.

Classic destination-image models tend to move from cognitive to affective and conative di-
mensions of experiencing a destination, often assuming largely one-way stimuli. By integrating
interactive-media effects (e.g., presence, self-extension, nostalgic retrospection), our findings
illustrate how Assassin’s Creed Shadows may spark self-referential emotions (e.g. nostalgia; so-
cial capital from sharing experiences), mediating the jump from affective to conative stages.
This is in line with Dubois et al. (2021) and Junko et al. (2022), suggesting a need for an updated,
interactive destination-image cycle in which player-centred variables are formulated as explicit
antecedents of destination experience.

Besides noting the immersive nature of video games and thus video game tourism, and
the impacts this has on extending the current understanding of media-induced tourism, we
contribute to the specific understanding of video games as sources of travel motivation. While
previous studies (Bowman et al., 2024; Dubois & Gibbs, 2018; Dubois et al., 2021; Junko et al.,
2022) have mostly highlighted the opportunities video games hold from a destination manage-
ment and marketing perspective, i.e. how to broaden inbound tourism markets and the types of
marketing channels and campaigns that could be most useful, our findings provide evidence of
the complexity of how authenticity is perceived in tourism contexts.

Tourism authenticity debates often contrast ‘object-based’ and ‘existential’ authenticity. In-
terestingly, our findings from the online discussion forums illustrate that players want to seek
out 'real-life versions’ of locations they saw virtually, pointing to a third strand of authenticity:
prospect-based authenticity, which we define as a desire to validate imagined experiences be-
fore they even happen. We argue that this anticipatory emotion overlaps with anticipated nos-
talgia (Bergs et al., 2020), extending both constructs beyond retrospective memory to pre-travel
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emotion. While prior studies focusing on video game tourism generally and the Assassin’s Creed
video game franchise specifically have started to conceptualise the ways in which experiencing
a destination through a video game may act as a catalyst for travel motivation, we take these
considerations a step further and propose that immersive video games with a strong sense of
‘perceived realismy’ (Vandewalle et al., 2023) may allow prospective international visitors to devel-
op a deeper sense of place to a destination illustrated in a video game as previously understood.
Further, we note how sharing examples of such prospect-based authenticity with others e.g.
on online discussion forums may facilitate new forms of public socialising over an imagined
experience, which in turn may influence the travel motivations of others — regardless of the ac-
curacy or authenticity of the imagined experience itself. Better understanding prospect-based
authenticity and managing its impacts on visitor behaviour has implications for local cultural
heritage preservation, e.g. understanding visitor flows between points of interests and direct-
ing demand spillover so that tourism experience remains ‘authentic’ but is socially sustainable,
an important notion highlighted by our qualitative survey.

Practical implications
Rooted in the theoretical implications already discussed, practical considerations can also be
drawn from our findings. In line with so-called ‘Abenomics’, in recent years, Japan has actively
positioned tourism as a key driver of economic revitalisation of rural and lesser-known areas
(Comerio et al., 2020) such as Wakayama Prefecture. Based on our findings from the online
forum post analysis, there seems to be tangible visitor interest in exploring real-life locations in
the Kansai region after seeing them in-game in Assassin’s Creed Shadows. This potentially offers
destinations, particularly lesser-known destinations such as Wakayama, novel opportunities for
boosting their tourism demand, for instance by offering themed experiences as illustrated by
our findings.

An important consideration to this is the novelty effect, i.e. for how long after the release of
a media representation, e.g. a video game featuring real-life locations, will it spark additional
tourism demand? In their research spanning over 10 years, Lundberg et al. (2025) explored tour-
ism demand fluctuations in the context of Twilight fan tourism. Interestingly, they found that
even after two decades since the release of the Twilight books, tourism in the US town of Forks
— a key location in the series — continues to lean heavily into the books’ success. Interestingly,
the perceived peak in media-induced tourism in Forks was about five years after the release of
the first Twilight book, and a year and a half after the release of the first Twilight movie. Indeed,
it seems critically important to seize the momentum when a given location is put on a global
map by a popular culture media representation, such as a video game. Destination management
organisations (DMOs) should therefore proactively analyse the ongoing online conversation
surrounding their destination, providing strategic industry-wide but region-specific advice for
local small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to leverage emerging cultural phenomena in
a timely manner. However, there is no need for too hasty moves, as previous examples indicate
there to be some time-lag between the release of the media product and its impact on tourism.
As Assassin’s Creed Shadows was globally released in March 2025, its full impact on tourism in
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the Kansai region should be expected to start materialising during summer season 2026 and
thereafter.

In terms of actual themed experiences that could be built around Assassin's Creed Shadows,
local visitor experiences that already touch on historical themes, e.g. the Samurai & Ninja Mu-
seums in Tokyo and Kyoto, or many of the popular castles around Kansai region (e.g. Wakayama
castle in Wakayama or Nijo castle in Kyoto), seem like a good fit for leveraging the video game’s
popularity. However, the potential for leveraging the game goes further than this (Lundberg et
al., 2025): local restaurants could offer themed menus or souvenirs, or even mimic food stuffs
featured in the game. Similarly, tour guides could develop specific tour products for Assassin’s
Creed fans, similar to how the local tourism authorities in Tsushima Island leveraged the popu-
larity of the 2020 video game Ghost of Tsushima in their place branding efforts (Nagasaki-Tabi-
net, 2021).

Interestingly, Kansai region in general and Wakayama Prefecture in particular, already have
prior experience of leveraging media-induced tourism. A 2017 manga series called Summer-
time Render, which received an anime adaptation in 2022 and was set in Wakayama prefecture,
resulted in an upsurge of fans travelling to the locations seen in the series (Takizawa, 2022). It
would seem beneficial if local lessons learned from the industry response and tourism impact
of Summertime Render could be considered when planning strategies for leveraging Assassin's
Creed Shadows, even though it captures a new global audience through a different type of media
representation.

Given the readership of the Finnish Journal of Tourism Research, implications of our study
and the broader phenomenon of video game tourism for the Finnish tourism industry should
also be considered. For the Finnish tourism industry our findings imply that video games can
be treated not only as entertainment exports but as strategic destination-branding assets that
stimulate inbound tourism through immersion, emotional attachment, and curiosity about
place. Fortunately, Finland is already somewhat known globally for its video game industry,
particularly in terms of mobile games but also triple-A and indie hits. Building on the global
recognition of Finnish game brands such as Angry Birds, Clash of Clans, Max Payne, Alan Wake,
or the viral hit Finnish Cottage Simulator (Yle, 2024), Finnish DMOs and tourism firms could
collaborate more actively with game studios to translate virtual familiarity into real travel de-
mand by creating themed trails, story-driven tours, location-based experiences, merchandise,
food concepts, and digital campaigns that connect gameplay with Finnish landscapes, culture,
and heritage. Indeed, some national projects have already started to focus on this, for instance
through the King’s Road project (Ahlstén et al., 2023).

The key implication is that Finnish tourism stakeholders could consider moving beyond
traditional, often nature-focused marketing and adopt a more interactive model of destination
promotion — increasingly referred to as the Finnish Wave' — where video games and other forms
of digital media may act as ‘gateways’ that shape expectations, authenticity-seeking, and travel
motivation before the visit. This requires DMOs to keep up-to-date with the types of content
major Finnish entertainment companies are working on in order to capitalise on the potential
global visibility when the window of opportunity is open. At the same time, this requires time-
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ly cross-sector coordination, careful management of authenticity and visitor expectations, and
sustainable planning so that any tourism demand generated by popular games can be directed
toward suitable destinations and local SMEs without undermining the very cultural or environ-
mental qualities that make those places attractive.

Conclusion, limitations and future research

The video game Assassin's Creed Shadows launched at a time when Japan in general and the
Kansai region in particular are actively promoting regional tourism and Japanese cultural ex-
ports, exacerbated by the Osaka World Expo 2025, one of the biggest live events in the world.
Despite Japan's national tourism policy and the game’s release having no direct connection, our
findings illustrate the potential positive synergy: the game accentuates well-known aspects of
Japanese history (e.g. ninja and samurai lore) which align with Japan’s tourism brand. Wakay-
ama Prefecture, for example, is an area of stunning but under-visited heritage. By aligning with
the game’s release, Wakayama might be able to rebrand itself as a ‘real-world Assassin’s Creed
experience — a place to live the history that international video game players have tasted virtu-
ally.

Our study of the online discussion forum r/AssassinsCreedShadows analysed n=150 forum
threads and their comments (n=421), showing how players discuss tourism-related topics ad
hoc, e.g. collaboratively building real-life itineraries based on locations seen in-game. This illus-
trates what we call prospect-based authenticity, that is, as a desire to validate imagined experi-
ences before they even happen. While prior studies focusing on the Assassin’s Creed video game
franchise have started to conceptualise the ways in which experiencing a destination through
a video game may act as a catalyst for travel motivation, we take these considerations a step
further and propose that immersive video games may allow prospective international visitors to
develop a surprisingly deep sense of place to a destination pre-, during and post-visit.

To further explore the feasibility of leveraging Assassin’s Creed Shadows as part of Wakay-
ama’s tourism offering, we subsequently conducted a qualitative survey (n=38) with local tour-
ism stakeholders and prospective visitors. Findings reveal a generally positive attitude towards
theming different tourism offerings, e.g. guided tours or restaurant experiences, around the
video game. Examples of specific themed experiences suggested by participants include guided
tours as well as a stamp rally — a common form of tourism ‘gamification’ found in Japan, where
visitors collect stamps at various sites. This could entice international tourists to tour all relevant
spots to win a themed prize through a playful approach that would directly tie into the motiva-
tions of game fans, rewarding them in a manner reminiscent of completing objectives or quests
in the game.

Contributing to the broader understanding of media-induced tourism, Assassin’s Creed
Shadows continues to exemplify the convergence of digital media and tourism (Bowman et al.,
2024; Dubois & Gibbs, 2018). As discussed by Bowman et al. (2024), the Assassin’s Creed games
harness digital storytelling to preserve and disseminate cultural heritage, and in doing so create
new pathways for cultural tourism and place branding. The present study offers one of the first
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academic studies on video game tourism focusing on the newest installment of the Assassin’s
Creed video game franchise, Assassin’s Creed Shadows. Our key finding is that video games have
potential to induce travel much like other forms of media representations, educating players
about history and positively shaping perceptions of real-life locations. The challenge and oppor-
tunity for tourism managers lie in bridging these virtual experiences with real-world engage-
ment in a seemingly authentic way.

Lesser-known tourism destinations like Wakayama Prefecture, in the close vicinity of pop-
ular sites such as Osaka and Kyoto, stand to gain from spillover effects and other forms of inter-
national inbound tourism demand if they proactively connect with the global media visibility
generated by Assassin’s Creed Shadows. As players traverse virtual feudal Japan, some will be
inspired to become actual tourists — seeking out ancient shrines, walking real castle grounds,
and immersing themselves in the living heritage that the game only begins to explore. By rec-
ognizing video games as catalysts for tourism and heritage appreciation (Bowman et al., 2024;
Dubois & Gibbs, 2018; Dubois et al., 2021), destination managers, experience providers and cul-
tural institutions can ride this wave, turning pixels into footsteps and gamers into visitors, all
while celebrating and preserving the local cultural treasures that inspired the game.

Despite triangulating various forms of qualitative data (discussion forum posts; separate
qualitative surveys for local tourism stakeholders and prospective visitors), limitations to this
study should be noted. In terms of research impact, the greatest limitation is undoubtedly the
fact that we are not able to measure real behaviour, i.e. visitors’ real actions as a result of play-
ing Assassin's Creed Shadows or existing business examples of leveraging the game as part of
tourism value creation. Instead, in line with our research question, we chose to showcase the
potential and feasibility of doing so, both from a local tourism stakeholder and prospective vis-
itor point of view. As the video game we focus on is relatively new - the research reported here
has been conducted within a few months of the release of the game - measuring real behaviour
is still challenging. Regardless, future studies should aim to quantify the impact seeing real-life
locations in video games might have on visit intention or actual behaviour, to better understand
the market potential and boundary conditions of tapping into this type of visitor segment. Par-
ticularly useful might be longitudinal or repeated case studies, as they allow for the analysis of
long-term impacts at the destination level (Lundberg et al., 2025).

In terms of the research design, the key limitations of this study are at least threefold. First,
it is important to note that while drawing inspiration from the research tradition of netnogra-
phy, i.e. drawing on online communities as a source of social science research data, we do not
conduct a full netnographic study. Future research could take a more traditional netnographic
approach by e.g. including rounds of zooming in and out of the data or drawing more from the
researcher’s (covert or overt) participation as a member of the online community being studied.
In this vein, for our study, the researchers did not participate in the discussion forum r/Assas-
sinsCreedShadows other than in the form of distributing the survey link. Still, the positionality
of the researchers should be disclosed, whereby for the first author of the paper, Assassin’s Creed
video game franchise is very familiar and the author could be characterised as a fan of the game
series. The second and third authors, in turn, have no strong prior knowledge of the video game
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series, but instead represent domain expertise in Wakayama Prefecture’s tourism offering and
in place branding. Given the nature of qualitative research, these experiences and assumptions
inherent to the make-up of the research team may have shaped the study and should thus be
disclosed.

Second, in terms of the sampling, the way in which we have distributed our survey may have
influenced the types of participants we reached, and in turn, the quality of the data we collect-
ed. The prospective international visitor survey was distributed in two ways, to students at the
authors’ universities and through the online discussion forum r/AssassinsCreedShadows. This
was to capture a demographic and a participant pool thought to have practical relevance to the
topic at hand, i.e. an interest in video games and experience of this game in particular. However,
we did not monitor from which channel individual responses came. This may have skewed the
data, as well as left out perspectives that could have been reached through other means, e.g. dis-
tributing the survey through Japan-focussed travel agents. The local tourism stakeholder survey
was distributed through the professional network of one of the authors who is based in Japan;
similarly, this may have excluded important perspectives. Most critically, we did not include in
our data the perspectives of local residents — a gap that future studies should aim to fill.

Finally, third, it should be noted that despite focusing on a regional tourism phenomenon
at a specific destination, i.e. Wakayama Prefecture, only reference material published in Finnish
and English have been used in this paper. Including studies and local case perspectives, e.g.
news articles, published in Japanese could have brought important nuances to the general dis-
cussion on the positives and negatives of attracting international visitors to Japan. However,
given the readership and focus of the Finnish Journal of Tourism Research, we have chosen to
focus only on reference material published in English and Finnish.
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