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Introduction

The overall intent of this white paper is to summarize the current landscape of existing
GLAM-friendly systems for organizing and describing games, to provide a sense of what it may
entail to develop a metadata schema or other information organization structure designed
specifically for tabletop games. This committee will do so by reviewing the existing scholarly
literature, focusing specifically on research related to the Video Game Metadata Schema
(VGMS), which document both its development process and structure. We will also highlight
three tabletop game collections from institutions outside of the United States and Canada, and
any insights on tabletop game cataloging and metadata that we might glean from their efforts.

Literature Review

The scholarly literature we have gathered suggests that research and modeling of the
organization and description of game information has been slowly developing since the
early-mid 2000s at least (Aarseth et al, 2003; Elverdam & Aarseth, 2007), while formal rules for
cataloging video games (as computer programs) have existed since the 1980s (de Groat, 2015).
Indeed, it appears that more attention has been given to the cataloging and information needs
of video games in particular. Chapman (2021) observes that two metadata schemas for video
games — those created by the Game Metadata and Citation Project (GAMECIP) (de Groat et al.,
2015) and the University of Washington iSchool's GAME Research (GAMER) Group (Lee,
Schmalz, et al., 2024a) — are sufficiently granular to compare against RDA. Also notable are the
best practices and genre terms vocabulary created by the On-Line Audiovisual Catalogers
Network (OLAC) (Barrett et al., 2023; de Groat et al., 2018; Groenwald et al., 2018, 2019a,
2019b).

Information description for other kinds of games have not gone ignored, however. There
have been multiple distinct publications within the last fifteen years discussing or proposing
taxonomies and classifications systems for serious games (Barca et al., 2012; De Lope &
Medina-Medina, 2017; Freire & Fernandez-Manjon, 2016; Paliokas & Sylaiou, 2019). In contrast
to both video games and serious games, publications on tabletop game cataloging and
metadata are much more recent. Slobuski et al. (2017) briefly discuss cataloging as part of a
broader discussion on collection management, which Robson et al. (2019) follows up with
cataloging-specific focus. This latter publication also shares three of its authors with the Genre
Terms for Tabletop Games (GTTG) controlled vocabulary (Robson et al., 2024). Along with the
update to the GTTG, 2024 has seen an influx in scholarship on the topic, discussing the needs
and possibilities for cataloguing tabletop role playing games (Johnson & Robson, 2024; Smith,
2024), and practices for tabletop game cataloguing in a special collections environment (Hobart,
2024).

The Video Game Metadata Schema

The GAMER Group’s Video Game Metadata Schema is designed with a wide audience
in mind, and to be “applicable in a variety of settings, including cultural heritage institutions . . .
game companies, and non-profit organizations” (Lee, Schmalz, et al., 2024a, p. 3). The schema
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uses an entity-relationship model like RDA, with nine entity types at present: (a) Game, (b)
Platform Edition, (c) Local Release, (d) Distribution Package, (e) Franchise, (f) Series, (g)
Additional Content, (h) Collection, and (i) Agent (Lee, Schmalz, et al., 2024a). The Game,
Platform Edition, Local Release and Distribution Package entities relate in a hierarchical
structure akin to the WEMI model or BIBFRAME’s Work, Instance and Item entities; however,
the defined scope of the VGMS entities significantly differ, with only the Game entity showing
similarities in definition to RDA’'s Work entity.

Along with the data model, the VGMS also includes eleven controlled vocabularies —
nine for attributes of the Game entity, and two for attributes of the Platform Edition entity (Lee,
Schmalz, et al., 2024a). These controlled vocabularies are used to describe a game’s narrative
and mechanical qualities, such as Setting and Engagement Mechanisms. From our initial
observations, we can see how these vocabularies support the VGMS’ broad and varied
audience. However, we question whether, for example, their Tropes vocabulary (Lee, Schmalz,
et al., 2024g) would be suitable for use in a library context.. As we will discuss later in the next
section, we also have some concerns about these vocabularies’ maintenance and update
frequency.

Lessons from the VGMS’ Development

The GAMER Group began developing the VGMS over a decade ago to support Seattle
Interactive Media Museum’s video game collection, finding that RDA had unclear conceptual
boundaries with respect to video games, but wanting to use a schema with roots in the FRBR
model (Lee, Tennis, et al., 2013). In their initial phase, they devised six personas representing
different categories of video game users, and performed domain analysis on how games are
described using game industry websites and catalogues, grouping the descriptive elements they
identified to these personas (Lee, Cho, et al., 2013). They identified an initial total of 61
metadata elements (Lee, Cho, et al., 2013), and designated 16 of those elements as core
elements for description (Lee, Tennis, et al., 2013). Challenges posed by the results of this first
phase included imprecise element definitions and insufficient support for catalogers with minimal
knowledge of games to intuitively and accurately apply the elements in their descriptive
cataloging (Lee, Clarke, & Perti, 2014).

Across successive phases of development, the GAMER Group expanded their list of
elements and established recommendations, conducted in-depth user interviews, and
performed facet analysis to support the development of controlled vocabularies (Lee, Cho, et al,
2013; Lee, Clarke, & Perti, 2015). GAMER specifically highlighted the facet analysis used to
create their Genre vocabulary (Lee, Karlova, et al., 2014), which applied the seven guiding
principles of facet selection developed by Spiteri (1998). Their publications also highlight two
instances in the VGMS’ development that were impacted by the distinct nature of video games:
the iterative creation of their Visual Styles controlled vocabulary (Cho et al., 2018; Donovan et
al., 2013; Keating et al., 2017), and the creation of the “Additional Content” entity to
accommodate description for official downloadable content (DLC) as well as player-created
mods (Lee, Jett, & Perti, 2015).
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As the VGMS has been refined, GAMER members have noted a number of ongoing
challenges. With changes made to accommodate the specificities of video games as a medium
— such as creating the Additional Content entity — the model has deviated significantly from
FRBR (Jett et al., 2016; Lee, Jett, & Perti, 2015), though alignment with FRBR’s successor, the
Library Reference Model (LRM), has yet to be studied. Facilitating VGMS usage by those
unfamiliar with video games — particularly catalogers — also seems to be an ongoing concern
and goal (Jett et al., 2016; Lee, Clarke, & Perti, 2014, 2015; Welhouse et al., 2015). This
committee is also concerned about whether ongoing maintenance of the VGMS is ultimately
sustainable. Update frequency has notably decreased since the introduction of version 4.0 in
2017 — version 4.1 was released in 2020, and 4.2 was released in 2024 (Lee, Schmalz, et al.,
2024a). Most of the controlled vocabularies also have multi-year gaps in their documented
version history, ranging from from four years (Lee, Schmalz, et al., 2024b; Lee, Windleharth,
Schmalz, et al., 2024a, 2024b), to between nine and ten (Lee, Perti, Cho, et al., 2024; Lee,
Perti, Thirumalai, et al., 2024; Lee, Schmalz, et al., 2024c, 2024d, 2024e, 2024f). Aside from a
formatting update, their vocabulary for protagonist metadata hasn’t been updated since its initial
publication in 2016 (Lee, Windleharth, Coulter, et al., 2024).

While we hope this means that the schema and vocabularies are at a point of stability in
their ongoing development, these gaps also raise concerns that maintenance and timely
updating of the VGMS are ultimately unsustainable. The schema documentation also notes that
updates are tied to when UW iSchool offers their “Metadata for Interactive Media” graduate
course (Lee, Schmalz, et al., 2024a), which exacerbates our concerns about update frequency
and sustainability.

The Analog Game Metadata Schema

This committee is not the first to consider adapting the structure and development steps
of the VGMS to apply to tabletop games. Nick Schwieterman — a PhD candidate at UCLA at
time of writing — created an Analog Game Metadata Schema (AGMS) adapted from the VGMS
as part of his MLIS studies, and subsequently posted the paper to his personal website
(Schwieterman, n.d.). His paper stands as an interesting comparison and contrast to the VGMS,
and what a metadata schema for tabletop games could entail. Schwieterman developed six
categories of metadata elements with an eye toward greater alignment with MARC and Dublin
Core (Schwieterman, n.d.).

One category — Aboutness — stood out to committee members. Schwieterman describes
the category as “interested in the question of what it is like to play a particular game, or to make
a move within the game rules” (n.d., p. 6). We found this to be a complex consideration, and
Schwieterman acknowledges that the AGMS — and especially this category — draws inspiration
from philosophical and aesthetic study of games (N. Schwieterman, personal communication,
March 25, 2025). However, as we discussed conveying aboutness practically in a library
cataloging environment, he highlighted the value of Aboutness for describing a game separate
from its theme and mechanics, in instances where those two elements clash, or where one may
want to describe the game without falling back on the theme (N. Schwieterman, personal
communication, March 25, 2025). While we remain skeptical, the AGMS’ sample records
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includes a summary of gameplay that seems to suggest how Aboutness could be represented
using uncontrolled description (Schwieterman, n.d.).

Tabletop Game Cataloging Internationally

We struggled to find documented instances of tabletop game collecting or cataloging in
GLAM institutions outside of North America. It is unclear whether this indicates that such
collections are rarely documented or cataloged, only managed internally with no public-facing
discovery, generally rare overall, or if we were hampered by only searching in English. The three
collections we did discover each give credence to a different hypothesis. China’s Homo Ludens
Archive (located in Beijing Normal University) lists their small board game collection by title only,
with no further metadata (Yoéuxi de rén dang’an guan, n.d.), and the website for the German
Games Archive Nuremberg notes that its database — which uses a “specially developed
thematic classification system” (Deutsches Spielearchiv, n.d.-a) — is not publicly accessible at
present (Deutsches Spielearchiv, n.d.-b). The website for the Italian Games Archive (AlG) does
include a publicly accessible catalog (https://archivio.archiviodeigiochi.it/), however it is only
available in Italian. Furthermore, it seems that the archiviodeigiochi.it websites haven’t been
updated since the end of 2020, when management of the archive changed hands (Archivio
Italiano dei Giochi, 2020; It was a nice ride, 2021). However, the archive itself is still active, and
has been used as the basis for a promising recent development in tabletop game cataloging.

ClaG

In November 2024, Carlo Bianchini and Paolo Munini publicly unveiled their new games
classification system, abbreviated as “ClaG” (Comune Udine, 2024). ClaG was developed to
replace the controlled vocabulary previously in use at the AlG, as it was deemed insufficient for
the needs of the collection (Bianchini & Munini, 2025). The classification system as proposed is
centred on the concept of play, and uses these six facets to describe the distinct nature of play
of any given game:

1. The artificial space in which the play takes place.

2. The materials used to facilitate play.

3. The setting of the game, whether thematic, abstract, or a full simulation.

4. The game outcome, which also provides some information about the number of players
involved.
The mechanical genre of the game.
6. The recommended player age (Bianchini & Munini, 2025).

o

ClaG has been published as a Wikibase-hosted ontology, with English-language
documentation forthcoming at time of writing (Bianchini, 2024).

Considerations for Tabletop Game Cataloging and Metadata

It is not difficult to imagine how one could begin the development of a formal metadata
scheme for tabletop games, using the literature discussed here as guidance — especially those
related to the VGMS. A recent study by Bogers et al. (2024) studying information needs for
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leisure activities may provide insight for surveying users with more recent methodologies —
though its assessment of games as leisure activity seems to solely focus on video games and
thus would also need adapting. The “Your Move” dataset (Cross et al., 2023) could also help
with the creation of initial personas. Where the VGMS source video game websites such as
Mobygames, GameFAQs and IGN for examples of community-used vocabulary (Lee, Cho, et
al., 2014; Lee, Tennis, et al., 2014), a tabletop game schema should certainly follow in the
footsteps of both the GTTG (Robson et al., 2024) and the AGMS (Schwieterman, n.d.) and
consult the vocabulary and organization structures used by BoardGameGeek and RPGGeek
(Database structure, n.d.). The AGMS also cites the traditional card and tile game compendium
Pagat (https://www.pagat.com/) as another resource to consider.

As mentioned previously, this committee has two primary concerns with regards to
creating a tabletop game metadata schema: sustainability and cataloger-accessibility. The
development of GAMECIP’s Core Metadata Schema was funded by an IMLS grant (de Groat et
al., 2015), but the project is now considered fully complete with no further updates, and we did
not immediately discover the schema in our initial searching, despite GAMECIP’s notability. As a
research group within an academic institution, it seems reasonable to presume that GAMER’s
output is also generally grant-funded, or supported in part by the Seattle Interactive Media
Museum. The potential value of a dedicated schema needs to be weighed against the resources
required to both develop and, ideally, maintain it. Should such a schema begin formal
development, however, we feel it would be wise to prioritize accessibility for non-gamer
catalogers, alongside or second only to user-centred design.

Conclusion

While the development of a tabletop game metadata schema is certainly feasible,
especially with GAMER’s detailed scholarship about their development process, this committee
recommends caution to anyone interested in such an undertaking. However, we also feel that
ClaG shows exciting potential as a classification system, and that supporting and participating in
its ongoing development and dissemination could be a promising alternative opportunity.
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