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Preface

The aim of this book is to make people think about virtual world design.
Whether you agree with any of it is not an issue, as long as you advance your
own thoughts on the subject.

Too much virtual world design is derivative. Designers take one or more
existing systems as foundations on which to build, sparing little thought as to
why these earlier worlds were constructed the way they were. This is troubling,
not because it leads to artistic sterility—designers are always imaginative
enough to make their creations special—but because the resulting virtual
worlds might not work as well as they could. If designers don't know the
reasoning behind earlier decisions, how can they be sure that the conditions
that sustained those decisions still apply when they act on them?

Are designers even aware that there are decisions they can unmake?

Although a good deal of design is evolutionary, that does not mean designers
can't be revolutionary too. Virtual worlds are all about freedom—for their
inhabitants, yes, but also for their designers. Just because every virtual world
you can think of classifies characters using some variation of a basic four-
profession model, that doesn't mean your virtual world has to classify them that
way; more to the point, it doesn't even mean that your virtual world has to
classify characters at all.

Virtual worlds are unlike anything else. You can't approach them from a
background in some other area—game design, literature, media studies,
architecture, or whatever—and expect all the normal rules to apply.
Unfortunately, it doesn't look that way from the outside. “How hard can it be?”
is a question often asked by people entering the field from some related area
that is considered to be Pretty Damned Tough.

Then they find out.

If they're lucky, they find out quickly. If they're unlucky, they only find out after
18 months and half their budget. Designing virtual worlds is very difficult,
unless you know what you're doing; then, it's no harder than any other complex
design activity.



The key is in recognizing the fact that what seems eminently logical to you
from your usual perspective might turn out to be disastrous when viewed from
another angle—and then realizing that the worlds you're drawing inspiration
from almost certainly contain elements designed by people who didn't recognize
that fact until it was too late.

To design a virtual world is perhaps the greatest act of creative imagination
there can be. The possibilities are absolutely limitless—you can make and do
anything in them. Anything! Today's virtual worlds are mere children’s scribbles
compared to the masterpieces to come.

We see these scribbles, but have no concept of how the masterpieces will
appear; the virtual worlds of the future will not be like the virtual worlds of
today, in ways we cannot yet know. Thus, much of what you read in this book is
doomed, eventually, to be proven wrong. However, it might well point the way
to discovering what is right. All it takes is for people to think about what they're
designing; if reading this book helps in that respect, then it has done its job.

I don't care what you think, so long as you think.






Introduction to Virtual Worlds

Chapter 1

Introduction to
Virtual Worlds

What are virtual worlds? In this context, a world is an
environment that its inhabitants regard as being self-contained.
It doesn't have to mean an entire planet: It's used in the same
sense as “the Roman world" or “the world of high finance.”

So what about the virtual part? Not to get too philosophical
about it:

e Reql: That which is.

e Imaginary: That which isn't.

e Virtual: That which isn't, having the form or effect of that
which is.

Virtual worlds are places where the imaginary meets the real.
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Some Definitions

A computer implements virtual worlds (or network of
computers) that simulate an environment. Some—but not all—
the entities in this environment act under the direct control of
individual people. Because several such people can affect the
same environment simultaneously, the world is said to be shared
or multi-user. The environment continues to exist and develop
internally (at least to some degree) even when there are no
people interacting with it; this means it is persistent.

Although virtual worlds now have many applications beyond
that of being mere entertainment products, they began as
computer games; furthermore—perhaps because of the large
sums of money involved in their creation and the guaranteed
huge monthly incomes they can generate—computer games
remain at the cutting edge of virtual world development.

For these reasons, much of the vocabulary commonly used to
describe virtual worlds is games-based. Thus, the human beings
who interact with the simulated environment are known as
players rather than users; the means by which the environment
introduces goals for the players is called gameplay; the activity
of interacting with the environment is referred to as playing.

Specialists may adopt a different vocabulary that is formal for
their particular area of expertise, for example a cultural
anthropologist might prefer to talk of “individuals” exhibiting
“behaviors” in response to “pressures;” however, for any broader
discussion of the subject the dominance of game-oriented
terminology is impossible to resist, and it is therefore the one
that shall be used here.
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The exception is the very term "virtual world" itself. Over the
years, a number of words, phrases, and contrived acronyms
have been used to describe these projected milieus, none of
which have been entirely successful. For reasons that will be
explained shortly, virtual worlds were originally known as
Multi-User Dungeons (MUDs).

Although this term is still in common currency to the extent
that it has made it into several regular dictionaries, it is not
universally accepted. In particular, many players of certain of its
subcategories see it as implying some kind of combat-oriented
world view, and prefer the term MU* instead (MU for Multi-
User and * for anything that could conceivably follow).

This would be analogous to calling dinosaurs *saurs on the
grounds that “dinosaurs” vaguely implies* that they were all
pea-brained carnivorous monsters, whereas in fact many were
pea-brained herbivorous monsters—and hey, there are
pterosaurs and plesiosaurs, too.

The first virtual worlds were text-based, in that their
environments and the events occurring within them were
described using words rather than images. Confusingly,
although the term MUD applies to virtual worlds in general, the
term MU* does not—it's used strictly for text-based worlds.
The introduction of computer graphics into the mix therefore
caused a second spate of naming, in order to make a distinction
between graphical MUDs and text MUDs. At first the new games
were called persistent worlds, but when the enormous numbers
of simultaneous players they were attracting became their
defining feature this changed to MMORPGs (Massively-
Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games). Said acronym

' "Dino"” comes via New Latin from the Greek deinos, meaning “fearful.”
Saurus merely means “lizard.”
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dominates at present, but it is rarely used with enthusiasm (not
least because it's unpronounceable) and it is therefore likely to
be abandoned the instant some viable alternative emerges.

Although, properly, all these persistent, shared, computer-
moderated environments can and should be referred to as
MUDs, the term is sufficiently loaded that outside the
cognoscenti it is unlikely to be universally interpreted this way.
Enough people think that MUDs are a mere category of MU*s
(rather than the reverse) for it to be confusing. Therefore, this
book prefers the more descriptive and less emotive "virtual
worlds” as an alternative.

It is important to note that virtual worlds are not the same as
virtual reality (VR), which has a much more specific meaning.
Virtual reality is primarily concerned with the mechanisms by
which human beings can interact with computer simulations; it
is not especially bothered by the nature of the simulations
themselves. People who visit virtual worlds may some day
benefit from research into visors, data gloves, and beyond, but
the fundamental attraction for them is what awaits when they
enter a virtual world, not the means by which they do so.

What They Are and Whence They
Came

Although more abstract versions can, and do, exist, most virtual
worlds adhere to certain conventions that distinguish them
from related non-real spaces. The most important of these are:

e The world has underlying, automated rules that enable
players to effect changes to it (although not to the rules
that grant them this ability). This is the world's physics.
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e Players represent individuals “in"” the world. They may
wield partial or total influence over an army, crew or
party, but there is only one game entity that represents
them in the world and with which they strongly
identify. This is their character. All interaction with the
world and other players is channeled through
characters.

e Interaction with the world takes place in real time.
When you do something in the world, you can expect
feedback almost immediately.

e The world is shared.

e The world is (at least to some degree) persistent.

A chat room would not be a virtual world because it has no
physics; a strategic wargame doesn't map the player onto a
single character through which that player acts; a play-by-email
game doesn't run in real time; a single-player game is not
shared; a first-person shooter isn't persistent.

For some examples, the case is not so clear-cut. Are tabletop
role-playing games virtual worlds, for example? No, because
they're not automated, but it's a close call. Would a two-player
educational MUD be a virtual world? Probably. Would a 500-
player game with a world so vast that the players could never
find each other? Yes, but under protest.

In practice, it's fairly easy to determine what is or isn't a virtual
world simply by looking at its heritage. If its design draws
heavily from the design of an existing virtual world, it almost
certainly is one; if it doesn't, it almost certainly isn't.

The First Age: 1978-1985

Virtual worlds are often called MUDs because MUD was the
name of the first one to prosper. Although earlier games had
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been written that might today be described as virtual worlds,
they were seeds that fell on stony ground. MUD, by contrast,
grew to produce seeds of its own.

MUD was programmed in MACRO-10 assembler on a
DecSystem-10 mainframe at Essex University, England, in the
fall of 1978. Its author was a talented Computer Science
undergraduate, Roy Trubshaw. Version I was a simple test
program to establish the basic principles by which a shared
world could be maintained. When it worked, Roy immediately
started on version II, a text-based virtual world that would be
instantly recognizable as such even today. It was also written in
MACRO-10, a decision that led to its becoming increasingly
unwieldy as more and more features were added. Because of
this, in the fall of 1979 Roy made the decision to begin work on
version III of the game. He split it in two: The game engine was
written in BCPL (the fore-runner of C); the game world was
written in a language of his own devising, MUDDL (Multi-User
Dungeon Definition Language). The idea was that multiple
worlds could be constructed in MUDDL but would run on the
same, unmodified engine (which was effectively an interpreter).

Roy had a basic working program by Easter 1980, but it only
amounted to a fraction of what he envisaged. This being the
final year of his degree, he realized that he did not have time to
complete the project. Someone else would have to do it.

From the beginning, Roy had been open to suggestions from his
friends as to how MUD could be extended and improved. Most
of these ideas came from fellow undergraduates Richard Bartle
(that's me) and Nigel Roberts. Unlike Nigel, I was younger than
Roy and did not have to leave the university for another year (in
fact, I was to stay until 1989; first as a postgraduate and then as
a lecturer). Luckily, I was also a first-class programmer and had
a strong background in gaming. Roy therefore passed MUD on
to me, and I subsequently wrote the remainder of the engine
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and nearly all the world to produce what became the paradigm
for the entire genre. That's enough blowing my own trumpet,
you'll be relieved to know.

Roy had two motivations to write MUD. First, he had enjoyed
single-player adventure games (Crowther and Woods' ADVENT;
Anderson, Blank, Daniels, and Lebling's ZORK; Laird's HAUNT)
and liked the idea of creating a multiplayer game along those
lines. Secondly, he had a strong academic interest in writing
programming language parsers and interpreters. The two came
together when he discovered a means of sharing write-enabled
areas of memory on the DEC-10 mainframe and mused on its
potential uses.

The "D" in MUD stands for “Dungeon.” Contrary to what many
people assume, this has nothing to do with the role-playing
game Dungeons & Dragons and does not mean that the game
world had a dungeon setting®. Instead, it is due to the fact that
the version of ZORK Roy played was a Fortran port called
DUNGENS. Roy wanted something that was like a multi-user
DUNGE(o)N, and the acronym MUD immediately presented
itself.

Essex University is a mere 45 minutes by road from the main
(what was then the Post Office, but is now) British Telecom
research facility, located at Martlesham Heath near Ipswich.
This caused the university to be selected to pilot a new,
experimental packet-switching service called EPSS. Among
other things, EPSS allowed contact to and from the ARPA
(Advanced Research Project Agency) net in the United States.
Roy could therefore tell people in the U.S. about MUD, and some

2 This is just as well, as it didn't.

3 The DEC-10 used six-character, all uppercase filenames. This is why
"Dungeon” is referred to as DUNGEN and "Adventure” as ADVENT by old-
time hackers like me.
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of them came to try it out®. The ARPA net eventually evolved to
become what is known today as the Internet.

Nevertheless, MUD remained a mainly Essex University
phenomenon in its formative years, existing primarily because
of the largesse of the Computer Services team and their
manager, Charles Bowman. In the teeth of complaints about
wasted resources, members of the university's Computer
Society were allowed to spend off-peak time doing anything
non-academic they liked. Many of them chose to play MUD.

Some, however, were inspired to write their own games in
MUDDL for use with the MUD engine. There were a number of
these, of which the pre-eminent were ROCK (based on TV's
Fraggle Rock Muppet show), MIST (original and anarchic), BLUD
(original and bloody), and UNI (the Computer Science
Department as a sword-and-sorcery virtual world).

Besides its EPSS connections, Essex University also had a
number of modems for dial-up use. News of MUD reached the
UK's small community of BBS (bulletin board system) users, and
they obtained permission to play the game by direct dial —just
as long as they did so at times when any sane person would
have been in bed for two hours. This they did, and demand grew
so much that that they clubbed together and bought the
university some extra modems so it could cope!

Network uptake increased, and eventually all UK universities
were connected to a system called JANet (Joint Academic
Network). EPSS ceased to be experimental and became PSS,
which enabled people with access to either company PSS
accounts or substantial amounts of money to connect to the
university's computer systems in yet greater numbers. In 1984 —

4 A fact that has busted more than one twisted patent claim.
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85, there were articles on MUD in practically all the specialist
computer games magazines in the UK. The floodgates opened.

The MUD engine had its limits. It could hold a maximum of 36
players at once®, and if more wanted to play, a second game
would have to be cranked up to supersede the first.
Furthermore, it only ran on a DEC-10, and although copies were
sent to other institutions in the UK, Sweden, and Norway, only
two of these allowed outsiders access (Dundee Technical College
and Oslo University).

While Roy was still working on version II of MUD, another
student at Essex University, Stephen Murrell, had written from
scratch his own virtual world using a different means of
handling inter-player communication (that of assigning
devices). His game, PIGG, was also written in MACRO-10 and
eventually ran into the same maintainability problems as MUD.
Nevertheless, the precedent was set. A number of external
players of MUD became inspired, or frustrated enough by it, to
set about writing their own games.

The Second Age: 1985-1989

The first such virtual worlds to appear were Neil Newell's
Shades, Ben Laurie's Gods, and AMP®. They were followed
shortly by Pip Cordrey, et al's very active MirrorWorld. As these
games were all derived from MUD, they became collectively
referred to as "MUDs" or, occasionally, "MUGs" (Multi-User

5 The DEC-10 used a 36-bit world, and Roy assigned 1 bit per player for internal
reference.

6 Unfortunately, I only ever met the husband-and-wife team behind AMP once,
and have been unable to recall their names. I don't think I ever did know for
what AMP is an acronym. {Erratum: AMP stands for Adventure for Multiple
Players, and was written by Mike Blandford.}
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Games). The original MUD was dubbed MUDI1 (even though it
was in its third version) to disambiguate it from the class of
MUDs. This marked the beginning of the second age of virtual
worlds.

The possibility of making money from these games arose, so
MUD1 went live both on the dominant U.S. online service of the
time, CompuServe, and a UK look-alike, CompuNet. A
programmer at CompuNet, Alan Lenton, was moved to write his
own virtual world, Federation II, which has the distinction of
being the first MUD to have a non-Fantasy setting (it was
Science Fiction).

MUD]1, Federation II, Shades (on the Prestel Micronet teletext
system), and Gods (in a German translation) went on to achieve
commercial success. Scores of other MUDs were created in the
UK, written mainly by players of the Big Four. It was a time of
great experimentation in both game world and game engine
design, with much original work coming from the MirrorWorld
group on their IOWA (Input/Output World of Adventure)
system’.

Around this time, the decision was made to rewrite MUDI from
scratch as MUD2 (although it was actually version IV). The
original architecture and its DEC-10 platform had proved too
limiting, and MUDDL (which owed much to the database
definition scheme employed by ADVENT) was not sufficiently
powerful to handle advanced concepts. A new language,
MUDDLE (Multi-User Dungeon Definition LanguagE), was
developed from first principles specifically for writing MUDs. It
turned out to be expressive enough to stand the test of time,

7 This period of experimentation parallels that which occurred in early
conventional computer game design, although the two occurred quite
separately.
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and this was therefore the last occasion on which the game
MUD was to be rewritten in its entirety.

Virtually all the key issues of virtual world design were
identified in the first and second ages. By 1987, for example, all
the protocols and in-game tools for dealing with player
problems were in place and reasonably well codified, thanks to
the pioneering efforts of people like Mark Longley (MUD1),
Michael Lawrie (MIST), and Pip Cordrey (MirrorWorld). Sadly,
however, this kind of knowledge was not passed on in its
entirety. Developers of descendant games usually knew what
they ought to have, but not necessarily why they ought to have
it, with the result that after several generations a number of
important concepts had been forgotten.

Games that were launched 10 years later, therefore, had to
rediscover some of the fundamentals the hard way.

Most of the MUDs that were written in the second age were
programmed by enthusiasts at home?. At this time (but not for
much longer), single-player text adventures were a very
important part of the computer game market, so there were
plenty of people who understood the principles. Because few
academic institutions in the UK were as liberal with their
computer resources as Essex University, those MUDs that were
written at such places tended to achieve only local success.

The exception was AberMUD, so called because it was written at
the University of Wales at Aberystwyth. Its programmer, Alan
Cox, wrote it in B (another fore-runner of C) for a Honeywell L66
mainframe under GCOS3/TSS in 1987. A year later, it was ported
to C. This was a turning point in virtual world history. The

8 For a reasonably comprehensive survey of these, see
http://www.mud.co.uk/richard/imucg.htm.

11
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game wasn't particularly advanced either technologically or in
terms of content (it was very combat-oriented), but it was great
fun. More importantly, in C it was positioned to make a huge
advance: It could run under Unix.

The Third Age: 1989-1995

AberMUD spread across university computer science
departments like a virus. Identical copies (or incarnations)
appeared on thousands of Unix machines. It went through four
versions in rapid succession, spawning several imitators. The
three most important of these were TinyMUD, LPMUD, and
DikuMUD.

TinyMUD, by Jim Aspnes at Carnegie Mellon University, arrived
in 1989. It had two main ancestors: AberMUD, and a VAX VMS
game called Monster that had been released a year earlier.
Monster (by Rich Skrenta at Northwestern University) was
unusual in that it was written independently of the general
MUDI1 hierarchy. Its main innovation was the facility to create
elements of the virtual world from within the world itself. This
was something that had been removed from MUDI in the switch
from version II to version III.

TinyMUD was basically a stripped-down version of Monster.
Although still a virtual world, it had practically no “game”
aspect to it at all. Players could create new locations and objects
(but not much functionality) almost with impunity. Whereas
MUD1 and AberMUD had boasted around 400-500 discrete
locations, a popular 1990 incarnation of TinyMUD called Islandia
racked up over 14,000 of them in the few months of its
existence.

The lack of game in TinyMUD meant that players spent most of
their time creating things and talking about their creations.
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Although not the first primarily “social” virtual world (Clive
Lindus’ cleverly conceived Void? beat it by a few months), it was
the one from which virtually all subsequent such worlds sprang.
TinyMUD was deliberately intended to be distanced from the
prevailing hack-and-slay AberMUD style, and the “D" in its name
was said to stand for "Dimension” (or, occasionally, “Domain”)
rather than "Dungeon;” this is the ultimate cause of the
MUD/MU* distinction that was to arise some years later.

LPMUD was named after its author, Lars Pensjo of the
University of Gothenburg, Sweden. Having played both
AberMUD and TinyMUD, he decided he wanted to write his own
game with the adventure of the former and the user-
extensibility of the latter. Whereas most early MUD designers
were of the haughty opinion that players weren't as good at
world creation as they, Lars believed the opposite, that players
could build a better world than he could himself. To this end, he
developed an in-game programming language called LPC that
allowed players of sufficient experience to add not only objects,
but also powerful functionality to the game as it ran.

This was a major advance, and introduced many people to the
wonders of programming without frying their brains in the
manner that conventional academic learn-to-program courses
tend to do. LPC was sufficiently well designed and is still very
much in use today.

DikuMUD was created at the Department of Computer Science
at the University of Copenhagen (Datalogisk Institutved
Kebenhavns Universitet), Denmark. Released in 1990, its
authors were a group of student friends: Katja Nyboe, Tom

9 Its name over the years has been variously Void, The Void, and Vortex, but
they're all the same place. Void is adult in nature, and was directly inspired
by the first such virtual world, The Zone.

13
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Madsen, Hans Henrik Staerfeldt, Michael Seifert, and Sebastian
Hammer. It was designed purely as a better AberMUD, and
made no reference to either TinyMUD or LPMUD. Whereas these
other two games had moved toward allowing on-the-fly changes
to be made to the virtual world, DikuMUD's designers went in
the opposite direction and hard-coded everything they could.

However, they hard-coded it very well: DikuMUD ran “out of the
box" and was organized very well internally. A reasonable C
programmer could easily modify the original DikuMUD code and
produce a new world of their own, or change the data files to
create a differently-appearing one. Many did.

As aresult, several major codebases (standalone MUD program
suites) were created from the basic DikuMUD original, the main
ones being Circle, Silly, and Merc. Merc spawned ROM (Rivers of
MUD) and Envy, among others, and these in turn had their own
spinoffs. All appeared—and continue to appear—in a dizzying
number of sub-versions.

LPMUD did not inspire quite so many offshoots, because LPC
was flexible enough to allow people to write their own games
without writing their own game engines. Although most
LPMUDs are combat-oriented, critically (and unlike DikuMUDs)
they don't have to be'°.

The TinyMUD family tree is perhaps the most interesting of the
three main AberMUD-inspired branches. TinyMUD itself was
little more than a mere proof of concept. Incarnations of the
game would appear on some long-forgotten university Unix
machine, enjoy a few short months of brilliant existence, and
then collapse under the weight of acrimony, apathy, and full

19 For a comparison between LPMUDs and DikuMUDs, see Rawn Shah's and
James Romine's, Playing MUDs on the Internet. New York, John Wiley, 1995.
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disk packs that they caused. Those players who weren't put off
virtual worlds for life would then migrate' to another nascent
TinyMUD and the cycle would repeat, slash-and-burn style.

The problem was that players couldn't actually do much in
TinyMUDs except invite one another to admire their latest piece
of what might as well have been wallpaper. One player, Stephen
White, decided in 1990 to extend the functionality of TinyMUD
and wrote TinyMUCK (muck being a kind of mud). Using this as
his template, he then produced MOO (MUD, Object Oriented).
MOO introduced a fully functional scripting language (as such in-
world programming languages*? are called) and thus brought
LPC-like capabilities to social-oriented virtual worlds. MOO had
two important offspring: Pavel Curtis’' LambdaMOO (which was
to become a favorite of journalists, academics, and social misfits)
and, via CoolMUD, ColdMUD (an attempt to create a software-
engineering quality virtual world authoring system).

MOOQ's descendants have found a niche in the educational world,
as they are easy to use and (like LPMUDs) can demonstrate the
principles of programming to youngsters without scaring the
wits out of them. They were not, however, the only important
codebase family to come out of TinyMUCK.

Larry Foard released TinyMUSH later in 1990. The "MUSH" part
originally didn't mean anything special, but was later retrofitted
as "Multi-User Shared Hallucination.” The TinyMUSH codebase
introduced several advanced features, such as event triggering
and software automatons (known as puppets), which together
facilitated role-playing. Consequently, most of the derivatives of

" Those that had Internet access would. It was by no means universal at the
time, and not every player couldfind another home when his or her local
TinyMUD was shut down.

2 So are some out-of-world programming languages, as we'll see later in this
chapter.
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TinyMUSH (known as MUSHes) are role-playing in nature: What
you do defines what you are, rather than the reverse.

From a non-historical perspective, the significant property of
MOOs, MUSHes, and other descendants of TinyMUCK (known
as MUCKSs) is that they don't have computer-controlled
monsters for players to seek out and, within the context of the
virtual world, kill. Players of these classes of virtual worlds are
the ones most likely to use the term MU*, reserving MUD to
mean those games that do have computer-controlled monsters
for players to seek out and kill'3.

The third age of virtual worlds was thus a period of huge
expansion. More people sampled virtual worlds than ever
before. Indeed, a study of traffic on the NSFnet backbone in 1993
showed that just over 10% of the bits belonged to MUDs; in
other words, before the advent of the World Wide Web (WWW)
MUDs constituted some 10% of the Internet!

There were fewer positive consequences, however. Whereas in
earlier times anyone who wanted to run a virtual world would
have to write one from first principles, the sudden
preponderance of codebases meant that this was no longer the
case. If you wanted to run a virtual world, you simply
downloaded an off-the-shelf one and voila!—one virtual world!
Although in theory developers could change any aspect of what
they had downloaded (particularly for LPMUDs and TinyMUD
derivatives), in practice most people simply built on what they
already had. This meant that two worlds using the same
codebase would probably have the same basic geography and
physics, with multiple extensions. Although some old-timers

3 In this context, MUDs are frequently dismissed somewhat haughtily as
inferior game forms. Players of MUDs reciprocate by calling the MU* brigade
carebears.
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have complained that this leads to homogeneity and thereby
stifles creativity, that's not the main bugbear. Rather, it's that if
designers don't understand why the partial design they begin
with does what it does (and doesn't do what it doesn't do), how
can they be sure their changes are for the best? Come to that,
how can they be sure the template they begin with isn't itself
flawed in some way?

Were only undergraduates and amateur enthusiasts considered,
the third age of virtual worlds is still very much upon us.
Several thousand LPMUDs, DikuMUDs, MOOs, MUSHes, and
MUCKSs exist, some of them with impressive numbers of
players. However, the torch of innovation was soon to be picked
up by a different bearer—business.

The Fourth Age: 1995-1997

MUDs might very well have been called SOGs had things turned
out differently.

Around the same time that Roy Trubshaw began work on what
was to become MUD], Alan Klietz wrote Sceptre of Goth on the
CDC Cyber run by MECC (the Minnesota Educational Computer
Consortium). The game (also known as Empire and The Phoenix)
was based on an earlier MECC game called Milieu. It was
developed completely independently; its mechanics owed more
to Dungeons & Dragons than did MUD1's, particularly in its use
of character classes.

Sensing the commercial possibilities, Klietz ported it to run on a
PC and ran it as a dial-up game. It met with local success, so
incarnations were set up in several major U.S. cities. Klietz's
company (GamBits) then sold the software to another company.
Unfortunately, this second company ran into severe legal
problems and ran out of money. Sceptre of Goth passed to a
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creditor, and was never released again. Thus, through bad luck,
the first commercial virtual world did not have the impact that
it might have had, although it did make enough of a mark to
influence the design of some later codebases, in particular
Mordor.

In the UK, offshoots of the MUD1 family tree had done well, but
were stymied by the system of high telephone charges that
were then in place in that part of the world. When it costs more
to connect to a game than it does to play it, there will inevitably
be problems. People were running up phone bills of £2,000 to
£3,000 a quarter—this at a time when the average salary was
under £9,000 for an entire year.

The situation was little better in the rest of Europe; Gods did
well in Germany, but couldn't really be said to have cracked the
market. Shades, released in a French translation for the Minitel
teletext system, made nowhere near the £70,000 or more a year
it had been clearing in the UK.

The picture was different in the U.S., where local phone calls
were basically free. CompuServe recruited over a million
subscribers to its system, charging them at premium rates to
access data. Games formed a big part of its profit: Whereas it
takes only two minutes to check how your stocks are
performing, you might spend two hours playing a game.
However, CompuServe did not promote its games, fearing that
to do so would discourage parents from signing up to the
service lest it corrupt their children.

Rivals to CompuServe were not so coy. GEnie was launched in
1985 by the former head of games at CompuServe, Bill Louden.
Naturally, it put games to the fore, as did another 1985 start-up
called QuantumLink. Although QuantumLink carried a very
influential precursor to graphical virtual worlds (Lucasfilm's
Habitat, designed by F. Randall Farmer and Chip Morningstar)
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and was destined to become the mighty America Online (AOL),
at the time it was GEnie that drew all the attention. Genie's
games-first strategy worked well, in that by the early 1990s
hard-core gamers accounted for nearly 70% of GEnie's revenue
${Erratum: it was closer to 40%.{. However, GEnie suffered from
lack of investment (most of its profits went back to parent
company General Electric) and the fact that CompuServe's
concerns about the side effects of promoting games were not
entirely unfounded. At this time, people still needed "noble
content” such as news or educational products as an excuse to
sign up for a service, even if they were only intending to play
games when they got there.

Much of GEnie's flowering at this time was due to the efforts of
its Games Product Manager, Jessica Mulligan {Erratum: the
legacy of Bill Louden's early deals were a more significant
factor{. Jessica had worked for QuantumLink, where she had
recommended acquiring the Advanced Dungeons & Dragons
license for an online game (which was eventually to become
NeverWinter Nights). When QuantumLink began to de-
emphasize games, she moved to GEnie. There, she assembled an
impressive stable of some of the finest games of the day.
Because of her, GEnie was the launch point for many classic
online games, including two very important virtual worlds:
Gemstone II {Errata: all these references to Gemstone should be
GemStone, and GemStone II's official name was Gemstone ][, with
square brackets rather than Roman numerals. Also, it was Jess's
predecessor, Jay Saur, who was primarily responsible for
bringing Gemstone ][ to Genie.} in 1988 and Dragon's Gate in 1990
(a year in which earlier UK favorite Federation II also made it to
GEnie).

Gemstone had been created by David Whatley and his company,
Simutronics {Erratum: Simutronics was not incorporated at the
time and was then known as Crystal Blade.}, in 1987; the Il was
added when it went live on GEnie. Simutronics’ expertise grew
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from BBS technology, and Gemstone II was a descendant of
neither MUD1 nor Sceptre of Goth {Erratum: following Sceptre of
Goth's demise, five of the people who worked on it went on to
create content for GemStone ][, so it's unfair to say it wasn't
influenced by SoG. Furthermore, David had also heard of Island
of Kesmai when he wrote GemStone.}.

In 1989, Darrin Hyrup, the lead programmer on another
Simutronics game (Orb Wars), left to join a company called
Adventures Unlimited Software, Inc. (AUSI). AUSI was started in
1984 by entrepreneurial programmer Mark Jacobs to run a text-
based virtual world named Aradath he had written
independently. Like Sceptre of Goth, Aradath ran on a home
computer dial-up system, but unlike all other virtual worlds, for
the next decade it charged its users a flat fee to play. Although it
was turned down by QuantumlLink, its promise was enough to
tempt Darrin to join Mark to write Dragon's Gate. This was a
smart move.

At the end of the pre-WWW era in 1993, five U.S. services
dominated the online market: CompuServe, Prodigy, AOL,
Delphi, and GEnie. Smaller, games-specific services, such as
MPG-Net and the ImagiNation Network, were also players in
the games market (or tried to be). These services had a
stranglehold on virtual world development: If you couldn't get
your game on one of them, you were in for a hard time. At this
point, third-age virtual worlds were still the biggest and most
important.

The WWW changed it all. People were suddenly excited by the
concept of "online.” They flocked in droves to those services that
offered Internet connection (which had previously been mainly
the preserve of colleges). Some, such as AOL, embraced it.
Others, particularly the ever-conservative CompuServe, tried to
weather the storm and failed. A price war in 1993 among the
major services had made Internet access affordable for all. Come
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1995, hordes of inexpert computer users were knocking on the
door, looking for interesting things. Some of them—rather a lot
of them, in fact—wanted to play games.

Thus, the short but extraordinary fourth age of virtual worlds
began. AOL went for the throat and signed up Gemstone III,
Dragon's Gate, and Federation II (it already had NeverWinter
Nights). In common with other services, its business model was
based on time spent connected to its system, a legacy of how
computer bureaus used to charge for mainframe timeslices in
the days when not every company had its own hardware. Also
like everyone else, if its customers were accessing content
provided externally, AOL paid a royalty. Unlike most of its
competitors, however, it paid a fair royalty*. Unlike all its
competitors, it picked up a vast user base's.

The consequence of this was that games like Gemstone III and
Dragon's Gate were making their authors over a million dollars a
month {Erratum: they were being played for over a million
hours a month, but weren't making their authors a million
dollars a month; GemStone ][ grossed around $10m for
Simutronics in 1997.}. Even the “failing” NeverWinter Nights
(NWN) took around $5,000,000 in 1996 {Erratum: it was more
like $3m-$4m.}, despite being limited to 500 simultaneous
players. It was an amazing time to be in the industry—if your
game was on AOL. If not, it was hugely frustrating.

Disaster struck when the business model suddenly changed.

4 CompuServe in particular was resented among developers for its arrogant
"tell me why we only deserve 92% of the income that our customers generate”
approach.

'S This was basically because they gave away the client software, I should add.
I don't mean to imply that it was due to their paying a fair royalty to game
designers!
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Small companies that used to run local BBSs began setting
themselves up as Internet Service Providers. Initially, they used
the same, pay-per-hour tariffs as the big boys. Then, in response
to customer pressure, they broke ranks and switched to flat rate
charging. AOL followed suit in December 1996, so as not to lose
customers to these upstarts.

Unfortunately, AOL's contracts with external information
providers assumed a per-hour charge, which AOL had to honor.
They tried to persuade game developers to accept a flat fee or a
much reduced per-hour royalty, and some indeed went along
with it. Others, however, held their ground. It was their opinion
that the reason their games were successful was because they
were good games; it had nothing to do with standing directly in
the flow of AOL's newbie hose.

A compromise dual-pricing scheme was implemented similar to
one introduced by GEnie some years earlier, whereby
"premium” content (that is, games) was charged by the hour and
everything else was flat rate. This was not a great success,
though, and by mid-1997 the gravy train had stopped running.

Most of the virtual worlds that had been on the big services set
themselves up as independent games on the (now easy-access)
Internet. After all, if they were able to keep all the money that
players paid, they could afford to shed 80% of their player base
and still make a huge profit. Unfortunately, they had not
anticipated three major obstacles that would humble them
greatly:

1. Most of their players objected to paying for a game they had
previously considered to be free. Only the hard core—around
5% to 10% of the total—ever made the move.

2. Attracting newbies is very, very difficult. As existing players
gradually drift away, from where do their replacements
come?
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3. Over a thousand virtual worlds were already accessible via
the Internet for free— the LPMUDs, DikuMUDs, MOOs,
MUSHes, and MUCKs. Sure, they were “free, and worth every
penny,” but hey, free is free!

These for-pay virtual worlds (and others) do still exist, and do
still make money, but it's nowhere near the amount they did in
the halcyon days of 1995-1997. It would be nice to think that
developers have learned from this the dangers of over-
estimating the intrinsic value of their products; nice, but
unlikely.

Off-the-shelf codebases are free to use and free to play, but they
are not freeware. They come with strict licensing conditions
that preclude their being used commercially. This means that
there is still some innovation, as people who want to make
money from virtual worlds must perforce write their own from
scratch. The days when people would willingly pay more per
hour to access a commercial virtual world than they would later
pay per month'® are long gone, however.

Yet all was not entirely lost. At its peak, Gemstone III on AOL
was attracting 2,000-2,500 players simultaneously. In theory, if
a product could attract players in sufficiently large numbers—
say, 10 times this number in total—then it might be possible to
levy an inexpensive monthly fee and still make a respectable
profit.

In 1997, Origin Systems Inc. (OSI) launched Ultima Online.

16 In 1990, GEnie was charging nearly $20 an hour for daytime access—more
than double what the major games were charging for an entire month a
decade later.
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The Fifth Age: 1997-Present

There had been graphical virtual worlds before.

The seminal PLATO (Programmed Logic for Automatic
Teaching Operations) system went live at the University of
[llinois way back in 1961, and many games were written to take
advantage of both its network connectivity and graphics-
capable plasma display units. Some of these laid down principles
that would greatly influence the development of later computer
games; some came close to being virtual worlds; some actually
were virtual worlds.

Orthanc, by Paul Resch, Larry Kemp, and Eric Hagstrom, was an
overhead-view graphical game that, although not implementing
a shared world, nevertheless allowed communication between
individual players. It was written as early as 1973. Jim
Schwaiger's 1977 game Oubliette (inspired by Dungeons &
Dragons and Chuck Miller's earlier multiplayer game, Mines of
Moria) had a first-person point of view and used line graphics to
render the scene ahead. It had persistent characters, but was
not a persistent world. Also, the interaction it allowed between
characters was very limited; it was almost there, but not quite.

In late 1979, the first ever fully-functional graphical virtual
world was released: Avatar. Written by a group of students to
out-do Oubliette, it was to become the most successful PLATO
game ever—it accounted for 6% of all the hours spent on the
system between September 1978 and May 1985". Again using a
Fantasy setting, it introduced the concept of spawning to
repopulate areas automatically after players killed all the
monsters.

7 Source: http://www.thinkofit.com/plato/dwplato.htm.
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Despite the fact that PLATO was very important in the
development of computer games in general, its virtual worlds
had little external impact. This was almost certainly because the
twin strengths of the PLATO system—its fast network and
superior graphics—would not generally become available to
home users for another 15 years. If your screen can only display
text and your modem only runs at 300 baud, online pictures
aren't exactly a major priority. Insofar as the history of
graphical virtual worlds is concerned, the second to fourth ages
are pretty much dark ages.

Some of the second age virtual worlds almost went graphical.
There were plans to produce Atari ST and Commodore Amiga
clients for Bloodstone, a virtual world by Robert Muir that ran on
Microlink, but they amounted to nothing. The co-ordinate-
based Mosaic system (nothing to do with the browser of that
name) pioneered by the MirrorWorld team was ideal material for
conversion to graphics, but Pip Cordrey was vehemently anti-
graphics and blocked the move. Others toyed with the idea, only
to be put off by the expenses involved.

A graphical virtual world that did influence others was Island of
Kesmai, (IOK) written by Kelton Flinn and John Taylor in 1981. It
grew from a six-player game called Dungeons of Kesmai that the
pair had completed a year earlier, and was independent of the
other work on virtual worlds going on at the time (the pair
hadn't even heard of ADVENT, let alone MUD1!). IOK debuted on
CompuServe in December, 1985.

The game did not have graphics as such. What it did have was a
display that used individual letters and other ASCII characters
to represent a bird's-eye view of the immediate vicinity. Because
of the ersatz graphics, the degree of interaction allowed
between players wasn't as high as in a purely text-oriented
game (a state of affairs that continues to this day), but it was
good enough to qualify IOK as a virtual world.
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The graphics capabilities of home computers gradually
improved, and it was therefore only a matter of time before
someone wrote a game that coupled an IOK-style tessellated
world with a hardware-specific means of displaying it. Indeed,
by the early 1990s the Kesmai Corporation had already done it
for their multiplayer flight simulator game, Air Warrior, which
had clients for the PC, Atari ST, Commodore Amiga, and Apple
Macintosh. The basic principle was for the virtual world
software itself (the server) to send data to software running on
the home user’'s computer (the client), which it could use as the
basis to construct an image®®.

Although Kesmai eventually produced a (disappointing)
graphical version of IOK called Legends of Kesmai, they were well
beaten to the punch by NeverWinter Nights (1991 on AOL),
Kingdom of Drakkar (1992 on MPG-net), and Shadows of Yserbius
(1992 on ImagiNation Network). These games basically took the
same approach: a bird's-eye view of a 2D world built from
squares, with flat sprites to represent players, objects, walls, and
things to be fought. They maintained separate text areas for
information, descriptions, and communications.

This is a very effective way to do it. The bandwidth and server
load requirements are comparatively light, the design tools are
cheap to develop, and you can create large, interesting worlds
with a fair degree of interaction among the players. Such worlds
can lack flexibility—you won't see many circular buildings in
them—but they pay for it by their ease of creation. The scale is
usually an issue, in that there's a conflict between the amounts
of space in the virtual world that characters appear to occupy

18 Many players seem naively to imagine that an entire image is transmitted
each time one needs to be displayed, as with TV pictures. This is not,
however, yet the case.
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(because of the fidelity of the graphics) and the amount they
seemingly ought to occupy (because they represent people), but
it's nothing too serious.

Note that although all tessellated worlds are essentially 2D, they
don't have to be shown in the same, boring, map-like way that a
newspaper typically displays a chessboard. Instead, they can be
shown isometrically. By fixing the camera (that is, the player's
viewpoint) at an angle other than directly overhead (say, at 60°),
the impression of a 3D world can be given.

This is sometimes referred to as a 212D world. It was inevitable
that as soon as computer video cards were up to the job, new
games would appear in the more realistic-looking 2%D rather
than plain old 2D*.

At this point, the story changes continents.

In Europe and North America, individuals wanting to use the
Internet for fun would generally do so from home. This was not
necessarily the case in other countries. In particular, the trend
in South Korea was to use Internet cafés, where people could
share their online experiences in a friendly, social atmosphere
(with broadband connections). Large chains of such
establishments soon spread across the country. This presented
Korean game developers with a business model not available in
the West: licensing game access to the Internet cafés, rather
than to the players.

Two companies took advantage of this: Nexon launched The
Kingdom of the Winds in 1996, with NCSoft's Lineage® following

9 Strictly speaking, any implementation of a 3D space that fakes height is
2%.D. This means that games like Doom, which have a first-person
perspective but can't implement bridges, can also be described as 2%D.
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in 1997. Lineage was designed by Jake Song, who had previously
worked on The Kingdom of the Winds (TKOW) and was later
voted South Korea's best game designer. Both TKOW and
Lineage used a 2D perspective, but the latter had vastly superior
graphics and almost immediately became the virtual world with
the most real-world players anywhere. It opened in Taiwan and
was a huge hit there, too. Attempts to repeat this success in the
U.S. market failed, however; for some reason, the game did not
appeal to American tastes. It was therefore almost completely
ignored in the West, until something happened that forced
developers to pay attention: Revenue figures for Lineage in the
first quarter of 2000 were posted at 6,500 million Won, that is
over five million dollars. Virtual worlds were becoming a global
phenomenon, and Korea was a leading marketplace.

In terms of advances in game design, though, the plot returns to
the U.S.in 1997.

Although The Kingdom of The Winds predated it, the product
that truly proved virtual worlds had come of age was OSI's
Ultima Online (UO).

It is hard to understate the impact that this work had on the
consciousness of developers and publishers. Prior to Ultima
Online, virtual worlds had been regarded as all potential: It was
clear from the devotion they inspired that they could probably
make pots of money, but as no one had managed to do so
outside of peculiar market conditions few companies were
willing to invest in producing one. This was soon to change.

When Ultima Online garnered 50,000 subscribers within 3
months, people took notice. When it broke 100,000 within a
year, jaws dropped. Never mind the substantial income from
retail sales: 100,000 people were each paying $9.95 per month
having already bought the game—and none of that money was
going to retailers!
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OSI was directly taking 12 million dollars a year from that one
virtual world!

Ultima Online set the standard: 100,000 subscribers by the end
of year one is the benchmark—anything less than that, and a
graphical game-oriented virtual world can't honestly call itself a
success.

So how did Ultima Online manage to pick up so many
subscribers so quickly? Part of it was being the right product at
the right time, of course, but the Ultima name—one of the best
loved and respected by role-playing gamers—was probably the
main reason people were so keen to try it. The virtual world it
promised really caught the game-playing public's imagination.

Trying a game doesn't mean that people will continue to play it,
though. With ordinary boxed games, the publishers don't
particularly care whether anyone actually plays their products,
so long as they buy them. Ultima Online had to be good enough
that people would want to play—and would shell out nearly 10
bucks a month to do so.

That people did play is a tribute to the game's design team, led
by Raph Koster. Raph had a background in virtual world design,
having worked on 1992's Worlds of Carnage (the first DikuMUD
to have an embedded scripting language) before moving on to
found LegendMUD in 1994 with Kristen Koster (his wife), Rick
Delashmit, and others. In 1995, Delashmit signed up as lead
programmer for Ultima Online and recommended the Kosters to
OSI.

LegendMUD was itself an innovative game, boasting a number of
features to promote role-playing that had never been
implemented before. For example, unlike other DikuMUD
derivatives, LegendMUD was classless (players don't elect to be

29



30 Chapter1

fighters, magic-users, healers, thieves, or whatever); this
concept was to shape the design of Ultima Online powerfully.
The wide-ranging playing experience of the designers meant
that they could draw on ideas from many other codebases, too.

Perhaps most importantly, however, Ultima Online was
conceived from the start to be a richer and deeper virtual world
than a typical MUD, with an emphasis on community building,
player-driven action, and the ability to accommodate different
playing styles. These were tremendously important insights;
they had a powerful impact on the graphical virtual worlds that
appeared in the two to three years following UO's release, and
are now regarded as absolute prerequisites in the designs for
new virtual worlds. Although later games could take aspects of
UO on board, their designers were not always aware of the
reasoning that had led the UO team to include or exclude some
concept or other?°. This led to balance issues (among others),
and is one of the reasons why, in design terms, UO remained
pre-eminent until the arrival of Star Wars Galaxies in 2002. It is
no coincidence that the lead designer of Star Wars Galaxies
(SWG) was also Raph Koster.

UO nevertheless did have its problems, the two principal ones
being:

e It was at times too innovative. Some of the ideas it field-
tested did not work as planned and had to be altered.
Examples: The means by which players were punished for
attacking each other’s characters wasn't effective; the
detailed ecological model employed broke down when
players rapidly killed everything that moved; the economy
collapsed after a bug led to hyper-inflation.

20 This is a theme I will return to again and again in this book. You already
noticed, huh?
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e It was a victim of its own success. Although OSI was
expecting tens of thousands of players, they weren't
expecting hundreds of thousands of them. The sheer
number of people involved meant that the pressure was on
to correct any problems as soon after discovery as possible.
This caused several management decisions to be made that,
in retrospect, set precedents, which perhaps ought not to
have been set. Customer service doesn't scale well or rapidly.

All in all, UO was a game ahead of its time, but not so far ahead
as to be regarded as a failure.

The same could not be said of Archetype Interactive's Meridian
59.

Launched a year ahead of UO (after the company had been
bought by 3D0O), it was the first graphical virtual world since the
days of Avatar to employ a first-person point of view (that is,
where the screen shows what the player’s virtual character sees,
rather than what someone sitting on a low cloud would see —if
they could remove rooftops).

Because players could move around and view their
surroundings from almost any angle, Meridian 59 gave a far
greater sense of being a 3D virtual world than did UO or
Lineage. Indeed, this is the kind of viewpoint people typically
mean when they're talking about a 3D world or viewpoint in
respect of any computer game?'.

Meridian 59 (M59) was designed by Mike Sellers and Damion
Schubert, the latter having been recommended by Raph Koster
(who had accepted a job at OSI by then so was unavailable). It

* Actually, it used a DOOM:-like engine and was, technically speaking,
therefore only 2%D.
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was intended to become the first “3D MUD,"” and in this it
succeeded.

However, it was not the huge success that it might have been
(and that the designers of other in-development graphical
virtual worlds feared it would become) mainly due to a lack of
experience. The designers, the developers, and especially the
publishers (3DO) made several mistakes that are classic to
virtual worlds and therefore should have been easily avoided. To
be fair, the designers did know their stuff, but they were
working to a small budget and a short deadline.

Among the mistakes made were

e Allowing access permissions for certain features (for
example, in-game shops) to be determined by the (soon-
to-be-hacked) client software.

e Not fully testing the software. It was very stable, but one
particular showstopping bug rendered the in-game
currency completely worthless overnight.

e Community-alienating changes of business plan.
Originally costing each player $10 per month, they
switched to $2.49 per day ("but never more than $30 a
month") and lost a third of their players in the process?2.

o Self-defeating customer service work (due to a "no
comment” policy).

Of course, these errors were also made by many of the virtual
worlds that followed Meridian 59 (indeed, they're still being
made today). These other virtual worlds didn't all fail, however,
so why did M59?

2 Their player base had stopped growing by then, but this hastily shrank it.
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M59's problem was that it didn't garner enough players early on
to weather its storms. There are several reasons for this, but
they all come down to the fact that it was launched too soon.
M59 is remembered for being the first 3D virtual world; if it
hadn't gone to market prematurely, then it wouldn't have been
able to claim this title, but instead of being the pioneer it could
well have become the paradigm.

What M59 did wrong that actually hurt it was

e It had poor marketing. Few people outside the online
gaming community knew it existed. The computer games
press didn't care about it.

e Its graphics didn't compare well to those of other 3D games
around at the time (particularly Quake's). This is probably
why the computer press didn't care about it.

e It had insufficient content. The world felt very small, and it
lacked many features traditional to the Fantasy genre that
potential players were surprised to find missing.

e There weren't enough people with Internet connections
when it launched. Ironically, if they hadn't launched early to
get the drop on Ultima Online then there almost certainly
would have been.

In other words, it wasn't the design that killed it but the
business decisions made. Design is hugely important, but it
can't do everything.

Even so, Meridian 59 did a lot of things right. In particular, it
released expansion sets to keep players interested and (until it
changed its pricing scheme) it made the total number of players
important, rather than the total number of hard-core players. It
also ran multiple incarnations of its virtual world on different
servers, some of which it licensed to other countries (which
although it had been done commercially back in the days of
Shades had by then gone out of fashion).
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Although the M59 team was inexperienced to begin with, they
soon learned. M59 graduates are now among the most sought-
after personnel in the industry. Mike Sellers (who left before
Ms59 shipped) went on to become lead designer of The Sims
Online; Damion Schubert accepted the same position for Ultima
Online 2 before setting up as an independent creative consultant
and eventually winding up working on the much-anticipated
Shadowbane?3; producer Rich Vogel took over from Starr Long at
Ultima Online shortly before that game's launch, later beating all
opposition to land the plum position of producer for Star Wars
Galaxies.

The main reason for M59's only modest success was that it
came to market a touch too soon. In 1996, few people had a
graphics card in their PCs and their modems were 14400 baud.
M5g9 therefore had to be written for this level of client hardware,
or no one would have played it.

A year later, when UO launched, prospective players had
upgraded and the OSI team was able to deliver a far more
feature-rich product. UO had a somewhat bigger budget, too.

UO wounded M59, but not mortally. The fatal*4 blow was only to
come in the spring of 1999, with the launch of 989 Studios,
EverQuest. {Erratum: EQ was not responsible for M59's decline,
it was merely the last nail in the coffin.}

If ever there was a case of being in the right place at the right
time, EverQuest (EQ) is it. It was basically a DikuMUD with a
graphical client bolted on—the similarities are so close that

3 http://www.shadowbane.com

4 As with many of the characters in them, “fatal” is only a relative term for
virtual worlds. Meridian 59 was resurrected a few years later, and can now be
found at http://www.neardeathstudios.com.
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under legal threat its server programmers were forced to sign
sworn statements to the effect that they didn't use any actual
DikuMUD code in EverQuest?3.

Graphically, EverQuest took the same first-person 3D view as
Meridian 59, but allowed the camera to roam instead of fixing it
to the character’s eyes. If players wanted a bird's-eye view or to
see their own character from behind, they could do so. The
graphics also occupied a good deal more of the screen, which
greatly improved players' feelings of being immersed in the
environment.

In terms of gameplay, EverQuest wasn't especially deep
(although neither was it shallow). Had it been launched even a
few months later, it would probably have had only moderate
success; it was never exactly innovative, and there were other
games in development which would have made it look inferior
by comparison. However, it was launched at exactly the right
moment. Its designers (Steve Clover, Brad McQuaid, and Bill
Trost) had done a sound job.

It looked good, there were plenty of computer gamers actively
seeking an online game to play, its DikuMUD heritage
guaranteed a compelling experience, and Ultima Online was
getting bad publicity because of its unpopular way of handling
combat between players’ characters and its generally poor
newbie experience.

EverQuest had no great publicity campaign, which is probably
just as well: News of this beautiful virtual world spread by word
of mouth so rapidly that it was only through good fortune that
enough Internet bandwidth became available in San Diego

25 There are copies at http://www.dikumud.com/diku/swornstatement.asp.
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(where the servers were located) to cope with the demand?®. EQ
overtook UO in terms of subscriber numbers within six months
and its usage figures were ordained to grow relentlessly, month
after month, for years.

EQ's developers were just as inexperienced as M59's, and they
also made a number of novice errors. Indeed, their customer
relations department was so systematically bad that at times it
seemed people were playing in spite of their efforts, not because
of them. So why did EQ put the final nail in M59's coffin, rather
than suffering a similar experience itself?

Essentially, the answer is that EQ reached a critical mass of
players.

Whatever the reasons people had for starting to play the game,
they continued to play because of the other people they had met
there. EQ was constructed to encourage players to form small
groups and play regularly with one another; if the team was
short a member, players would persuade their real-world
friends to make up the numbers. This bonding was something
M59 lacked, and in due course led to EQ's all-conquering
progress.

EQ's impact on subsequent graphical virtual world design was
profound. It became the de facto paradigm for the genre. This
had three main consequences:

e Players who "grew up” on EverQuest viewed its user
interface, gameplay, and feature set as standard. New games

26 It is a not entirely unfounded rumor that around this time its competitor
Ultima Online had more incoming Internet bandwidth than New York City.
Before then, Meridian 59 had regularly caused the Internet to slow down—in
Silicon Valley—on patch days.
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that did not conform to this were viewed as flawed. This is
not a new phenomenon. Players of Shades who tried out
other games were often disparaging about what were
actually superior (but non-Shades) ways of doing things.
Similarly, after AOL purchased the ImagiNation network
and dropped NeverWinter Nights, Meridian 59 received a flood
of refugees who then proceeded to demand every NWN
feature that M59 didn't already have, irrespective of how
appropriate it was to the game.

e The sheer amount of money EverQuest generated caused
developers considering writing a virtual world to jump on
the bandwagon. Within two years of EverQuest's launch, over
a hundred graphical virtual worlds had been announced as
being in development, of which the vast majority were
EverQuest near-clones.

e EverQuest sucked in newbies who might otherwise have
tried some other game, thereby depressing the market for
the games that immediately followed it and forcing them to
survive on their ability to attract the non-mainstream
gamers.

One of the products to suffer was Turbine's Asheron'’s Call.
Designed by Toby Ragaini (lead), Chris Foster, Eri Izawa, and
Chris Pierson, it launched nine months after EverQuest (at least
a year late, due to the inexperience of the production team?’).

It broke new ground with a number of inventive ideas??,
primary among which was the story arc: Structures, objects, and
new functionality would be added to (and in some cases,
removed from) the virtual world on a regular basis (monthly) to
unfold an overall narrative.

%7 Ultima Online and EverQuest weren't exactly launched on time either,
though....

28 Inventive for graphical worlds, that is; textual worlds, as usual, got there
first.
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Asheron'’s Call (AC) also had some technical innovations that
impacted virtual world design. One of the more irritating things
about EQ was that it partitioned its world into zones. Rather
than having a single, expensive computer to act as a server for
the whole virtual world, each zone ran on its own computer as
part of a cluster that comprised the server. Players moving from
one zone to another would experience some delay while any
initialization information concerning the new zone was
transmitted to their PC. Once in the zone they were sharing its
governing computer with only a fraction of the other players in
the game, and therefore the response was good; however,
moving between zones was a pain.

AC didn't have zones, which meant it presented itself as a single,
seamless world—a far more player-friendly proposition. It still
used a cluster of computers to manage the world, but didn't
assign individual machines to specific zones. Instead, it used a
technique called dynamic load balancing to determine which
cluster member was in charge of which location set. If players
congregated their characters in one area of the virtual world,
the server responsible for it would offload part of that area (and
the players associated with it) to another, less heavily loaded
machine. Similar distributed server technology had been used
by Nexon in 1999 (the year AC launched) to cram 12,263 users in
a single incarnation of The Kingdom of the Winds, albeit with a

tessellated 212D world rather than a fully 3D one.

AC managed to build up a player base of around 80,000 by the
end of its first year— 20,000 short of the total needed for it to
be considered an unqualified success. Had it launched before
EQ, as originally planned, the story might have been rather
different.

By the end of 2000, the state of play among the "big three”
virtual worlds was as follows:
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e Ultima Online (launched 1997) had 230,000+ subscribers from
boxed unit sales of 380,000+ and expansion pack sales of
100,000+.

e EverQuest (launched early 1999) had 300,000+ subscribers
from boxed unit sales of 600,000+ and expansion pack??
sales of 300,000+.

e Asheron’s Call (launched late 1999) had 90,000+ subscribers
from 200,000+3° boxed unit sales. It hadn't released any
expansion packs.

What is most interesting here is not so much that EQ had a
staggering 300,000 subscribers, but that it had lost a
staggering 300,000 players who originally purchased the boxed
unit. UO's retention rate, at 60% overall, was significantly better.
Although continuing good word-of-mouth and large-scale
advertising campaigns brought EQ yet more swathes of players
in the coming years, its churn only got worse.

The next significant release of a graphical virtual world was
Funcom's Anarchy Online in June 2001. The first such world to
be written by Europeans (a Norwegian/Irish team), it was a
departure in that it took a Science Fiction theme rather than the
traditional® Fantasy. To provide some context, lead designer
Gaute Godager buttressed it with a story arc. Unfortunately, the
game suffered a disastrous launch, from which it took some
time to recover. Consequently, it also failed to accumulate
100,000 players within 12 months. This was a shame, because
its overall design was quite attractive.

%9 The first of these included the EQ client itself, but subsequent ones didn't.
3¢ Estimated.

3 Traditional for graphical virtual worlds—text-based ones had long since
expanded into other genres.
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By contrast, the launch of Mythic Entertainment's Dark Age of
Camelot® in October 2001 was a model of how to do things
right. This is perhaps not surprising, given that Mythic was a
direct descendant of AUSI, the company responsible for
Dragon's Gate. The design team, under the guidance of Mark
Jacobs, created a world that was both familiar (from the
Camelot legends) and superficially compelling (because of its
realm versus realm (RvR) approach to combat between players'’
characters3?).

These factors made the game attractive to a large constituency,
and well-targeted marketing let potential players know. Dark
Age of Camelot (DAoC) racked up 200,000 subscribers by May
2002, easily supplanting Asheron'’s Call as the third most popular
virtual world in the West.

All these games are PC-based. It was not surprising, therefore,
that console companies with their enormous installed user
bases and tightly-regulated platforms would want to get in on
the act. The SEGA Dreamcast was bold enough to take the first
step (with Phantasy Star Online33), but the company did not
really understand the concept of Internet games and the
venture was not a success.

Sony, as owners of EverQuest, did understand it, however, and in
May 2002 launched Square's Final Fantasy XI on the PlayStation
2. By the end of August, they had 120,000 users in Japan, each
paying a monthly fee of ¥1,280 ($10.71 at the time). Although this
qualified the game as a success, Sony's overheads were such
that 200,000 users were needed to break even. Their target was

32 This splits the player base into three factions that can fight each other in
certain areas of no man's land. Anarchy Online did something similar but was
less successful. The concept had already been around in text-based virtual
worlds for many years, of course, but not on Dark Age of Camelot's scale.

33 http://www.sonicteam.com/pso/
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400,000 users, but they could only envision reaching that
number by releasing a PC client. This is not unreasonable:
Consoles are secure development platforms, but not so secure
that a developer would be foolish enough to trust a client not to
be hacked. Therefore, there is no inherent technical reason why
a virtual world targeted at console owners should not have a PC
client too. It is likely that in the future, major virtual worlds will
be expected to support a range of platforms; how this affects the
design of the world itself depends on the nature of the lowest
common denominator of those platforms34.

And so we come to today?.

The Sims Online (TSO), launched December 2002, has yet to
break the 100,000 subscribers mark. Given the popularity of the
Sims franchise, this has to be considered disappointing. My
guess is that if the publishers hold their nerve, things will
improve in the long term. At the moment, too many people are
treating it as a game, then complaining that its only gameplay
involves making pizzas for one another. The Sims is more a toy
than a game, and the same is true of The Sims Online. Gamers
are typically early adopters, but The Sims Online's core players
aren't. If they come in sufficient numbers to replace those
gamers who leave, all will be well. Nevertheless, TSO's slow start
could have some knock-on effects for virtual worlds in general,
depending on how the marketers who used it for product
placement assess its less than spectacular beginnings.

The Sims Online had over 100,000 beta-testers and has sold over
100,000 boxes. Large numbers of beta-testers are currently
quite fashionable: Star Wars Galaxies hit 150,000 in August

34 EverQuest's PlayStation 2 debut, EverQuest Online Adventure, barely
qualifies as being a virtual world.
35 March 2003 at the time of writing.
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2002, and even soon-to-launch EVE: The Second Genesis3¢—
hardly a guaranteed hit—is claiming 140,000. Whether this
trend will continue in the light of the experience of The Sims
Online, remains to be seen. Skeptics might be forgiven for
wondering how many of these beta-testers are beta-testing
several virtual worlds simultaneously, and therefore whether
the perceived marketing benefit of a large beta-test is as strong
as is normally assumed.

There is further evidence from the experience of Asheron’s Call
237 (AC2). This virtual world also launched December 2002; it
has beautiful graphics, but again seems to be struggling to
attract newbies. Original AC players have been reluctant to
switch over to it, and its attempts to pander to popular player
opinion by diluting anything inconvenient (character "death,”
the economy) may have backfired—it reduces the challenge
somewhat. As with The Sims Online, AC2 had over 100,000 beta-
testers but has yet to pick up that many subscribers3.

Wolfpack's Shadowbane launches the day I write this. Long in
development, it has been hyped relentlessly to some effect:
There's little doubt exactly what kind of virtual world it is
(violent) and no danger that people who don't consider this to be
fun will even play it, let alone complain that it doesn't address
their needs. Other virtual worlds have been prematurely hyped
more (Glitchless's Dawn3? and Artifact Entertainment's
Horizons*° spring to mind), but Shadowbane seems to have got
its act together first. It therefore starts with a relatively small

36 http://www.eve-online.com/

37 http://www.microsoft.com/games/zone/asheronscall/

3 It's hard to be absolutely certain, because Turbine doesn't release official
subscriber numbers. Industry rumor is that it's short, however.

39 http://www.glitchless.com/dawn.html

49 http://www.istaria.com/
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but highly dedicated core player base upon which to build. Time
will tell whether it succeeds or not.

It's clear that the fifth age of virtual worlds will last for some
years to come, but eventually its time will pass. Perhaps free 3D
graphical engines will herald a new era of homegrown virtual
worlds, or maybe advances in virtual reality interfaces or mobile
telephony will have an impact. It could be any one of a number
of things currently known and unknown that triggers the
eventual paradigm shift.

What wonders will the sixth age of virtual worlds bring? That,
perhaps, may be for you to determine.

The Past Affects the Future

Very few graphical virtual worlds that are announced as being
in development actually wind up being played. This situation
may change as the barriers to entry fall, but probably not
significantly so.

Estimates vary, but at least a hundred graphical virtual
worlds—perhaps up to two hundred—were announced in the
two years following EverQuest's launch in 1999. Some were
down to wishful thinking on the part of talented (or otherwise)
amateurs; some failed in preproduction because funding was
not available; some failed when the money they did raise ran
out; some built up a community and reached live testing before
they went belly-up.

Some, however, were set to become bestsellers yet were
inexplicably cancelled. Three of these were to have
repercussions for the industry as a whole.
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Missed Opportunities

OS], which wrote Ultima Online, was part of Electronics Arts
(EA). Given the positive effect of the Ultima name on sales, other
brands from the EA stable were considered contenders for
implementation as virtual worlds. Thus began the Privateer
Online project. Raph Koster was installed as lead designer, with
Rich Vogel as producer. Work was well advanced when the
project was suddenly, bizarrely cancelled. Raph, Rich, and others
were immediately snapped up by Sony Online Entertainment
(SOE) to work on the Star Wars license they had recently
acquired. SOE was the new name of Verant, a company spun off
from 989 Studios to develop EverQuest. In other words, EA
presented some of its best virtual world experts to one of its two
major competitors. EA would shortly give most of its remaining
experts to its other major competitor.

Ultima Online 2 was planned to be set in the same universe as
UO, but to be fully 3D with an EQ-style moveable camera. Early
screen shots showed it to be much superior in looks to EQ, and
with Damion Schubert (of Meridian 59 fame) as lead designer
and Starr Long (Rich Vogel's predecessor at UO) as producer it
was sure? to be a hit. Also involved was Jeremy Gaffney, who
was a founder of Turbine and had worked on Asheron’s Call.

Signs of strangeness appeared when the game was renamed as
the unwieldy Ultima Worlds Online: Origin, but it wasn't until
2001—three years into the project—that it was insanely
canned.

Starr Long, Jeremy Gaffney, and most of the other talent
involved left almost immediately to set up with the designer of
the Ultima series itself, Richard Garriott. Their new company,
Destination Games, was shortly thereafter acquired by NCSoft,

41'Well, as sure as anyone ever can be in virtual world design.
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developers of Lineage, who saw an opportunity to use their
Korean profits to break into the American market. Jake Song
moved from Korea to Austin, Texas, to work with them.
Electronic Arts had done it again. They were not the only
company capable of such monumental gaffes, however.

Venerable games publisher Sierra had dipped its toes in the
online marketplace before, having set up The Sierra Network in
1991; they sold it in 1994 for around $50,000,000 to AT&T, who
renamed it ImagiNation Network#?. Sierra had maintained an
interest in a virtual world called The Realm, designed by Steve
Nichols, which was eventually launched early 1997. The Realm
was graphical, but had separate, static 2D pictures for each
location that acted as a stage across which animations of the
players’ characters moved. It dated rapidly and failed to attract
more than about 25,000 subscribers at its peak (late 1997).
Nevertheless, it was proof of concept, and Sierra had an ace up
its sleeve.

Some mainstream entertainment properties would make poor
virtual worlds. The Harry Potter universe, for example, doesn't
really allow for more than one Harry Potter in it. There are
three franchises, however, that are especially well suited to
being embodied as graphical virtual worlds4? and which would
produce a guaranteed hit: Star Wars, Star Trek, and The Lord of
the Rings. Sierra had a Lord of the Rings license.

In 1998, Steve Nichols signed up as lead designer of Middle Earth
Online, along with Janus Anderson (also of The Realm), Daniel
James (from a top-notch commercial text-based virtual world
called Avalon), and Jay Esparza (already with Sierra). The

42 AT&T sold it to AOL two years later for about $10,000,000. Way to go,
AT&T.

43 Naturally, text-based versions of these have been around for many years,
not necessarily with permission from the license owner.
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designers were keen to discuss all aspects of the development
with prospective players, and consequently generated a lot of
buzz. They also generated a lot of friction with Sierra
executives, who didn't like some of what was being mooted —
especially with regards to plans for the permanent death of
player characters.

The project continued, however, until during a company-wide
reorganization of Sierra in 1999 the opportunity was put on ice.
The design team was removed. Sierra also decided to abandon
The Realm because it didn't look good against Ultima Online and
it looked worse against EverQuest. The game was taken up by
Codemasters and newly released Steve Nichols joined them.

The story does not quite end there, however. Sierra secretly
hired a new design team to work on Middle Earth Online. This
was perhaps not unrelated to the fact that the first of the Lord of
the Rings movies was due to be released in 2001, which would
generate massive, free publicity. Again, though, Sierra
mystifyingly canned the project—although at least this time the
developers, MM3D, sued.

Sierra had missed its chance. In December 2001, the movie The
Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring was released. It
grossed $155,862,412 in its first two weeks*4.

That is how out-of-touch management decisions shape an
industry.

44 Source: http://www.boxofficemojo.com/data/lordoftherings/.
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Theory and Practice

It should be clear by now that virtual worlds have a long and
varied history—much longer and more varied than many of the
people who play and design them realize. But so what?

It's not entirely the case that only by understanding the past
can people understand the future. Virtual worlds have been
“invented” at least seven times (MUDJ, Sceptre of Goth, Avatar,
Island of Kesmai, Aradath, Monster, and Gemstone were all
developed autonomously), and the designers of these games had
no sense of any “past” in what they were doing. Originality is
entirely possible without rehashing other people’s ideas.

However, to ignore completely what has gone before would be
extremely foolish. Time and time again, designers have made
the same mistakes their predecessors made, either because they
were simply not aware of the earlier work or they were too
arrogant to believe it could possibly be relevant to their greatly
superior product.

Conversely, some designers look too hard at what has gone
before. To use some admired virtual world as a prototype is fine
if you fully understand that world, but very limiting if you don't.
A designer whose major experience of virtual worlds is
EverQuest might, for example, think "what character classes
should we have in our new game?” rather than “should we have
character classes in our new game at all?” Some of the more
basic assumptions go right back to MUD1, with few designers
even realizing that they are assumptions, let alone that they can
be questioned. That can't be right!

Nobody wants to repeat the mistakes of the past, but people
don't always realize that what they're repeating is a mistake.
That's because they're learning the wrong lessons. The past
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delivers facts—the practice. History delivers the understanding
of those facts—the theory. It provides the causal links.

This is especially true for the design of virtual worlds. Each
must be conceived as a complete entity. Each one can't really be
modularized: Every component affects every other. Sometimes
newspapers put together composite pictures made of the best
features of famous faces—Bette Davis' eyes, Julia Roberts’
mouth, Doris Day's, nose and so on. The result is usually more
like Frankenstein's monster than “the world's most beautiful
woman.” So it is with virtual worlds: It doesn't matter how
perfect the parts, it's by the whole that they are judged.

Thus, designers who know not only the choices available to
them but also the wider effects of those choices are better able
to create a virtual world that works than those designers who
don't.

Whither Innovation?

The design of virtual worlds proceeds by a process of evolution
rather than revolution. New virtual worlds usually draw heavily
from one or more “parent” worlds, even to the extent that it's
possible to map out an entire family tree for all the various
codebases®s. This being so, it is becoming increasingly
important that designers of new virtual worlds become aware of
innovations arising in other branches of the tree. Not only does
this ensure that the best ideas spread, but there is less danger of
standards problems arising from the same concept being
implemented differently in different virtual worlds.

45 It's called “The MUD Tree,” and lives at
http://camelot.cyburbia.net.au/~martin/cgi-bin/mud_tree.cgi.
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Because graphical virtual worlds take so long to develop, their
designers in particular must keep an eye on what's happening
elsewhere. These games (they do tend to be games) have their
own strengths, of course: Their visual representation demands
new levels of virtual world physics, and the huge number of
players they have opens the door to all manner of interesting
developments that would be impossible on a smaller scale.
However, they are still several years behind text-based virtual
worlds in nearly all other areas.

Furthermore, they'll probably stay behind for some time. When
it comes to implementing new ideas, text-based worlds are
more:

e Responsive: Adding a new object doesn't mean adding a
new texture map.

e Enfranchising: Many more people can write well than
can draw well.

e Adaptable: Program changes can quickly be made
anywhere in the system.

e Experimental: The test/edit cycle is much shorter, so
changes can be made almost on impulse to be later
refined, retained or rejected.

e Open: Players give new ideas more of a chance.

e Pragmatic: Players accept crashes and other failures
more readily if they're not paying.

e Tunable: Minor changes don't mean major down-time.

e Promising: More is possible with text than with graphics.

e Robust: Balance is less of an issue with fewer players.

Besides, the consequences of a failed programmed-in-your-
spare-time virtual world are far less agonizing than they would

be for a $15,000,000 graphical extravaganza.

So how does a designer keep up to date?
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Anyone with time on their hands® can check out a sample of the
several thousand text-based virtual worlds that there are in
existence?’ if they want to find out “the word on the street.”
However, as I pointed out earlier, knowing what is available
without knowing the theory behind it can be disastrous. It's
therefore in the best interests of all virtual world designers to
discuss ideas with one another. It isn't for sentimental reasons
that luminaries such as Raph Koster, Damion Schubert, Brad
McQuaid, and Jessica Mulligan not only subscribe to the MUD-
DEV“® mailing list, but are active posters to it. Neither is it
surprising that the best informative and speculative articles
about virtual world design are being written for—and made
publicly available for free by—a company specializing in
immersive text-based worlds, Skotos?*?. There's even a print
magazine, The Mud Companion>°.

The future of virtual world design is therefore rosy, although
obviously not as rosy as it would be if people richer than Skotos
were to throw money at it.

The future is just that, however: the future. There's little point
in discussing what may happen to virtual worlds unless you
understand what has happened and what is happening.

46 This rules out most designers, then....

47 For example:

The Mud Connector (http://www.mudconnect.com).
Mudlinks (http://www.cuddle-puddle.org/~mudlinks/lg.html)
e  Muds Online (http://www.mudsonline.com/)

e  MudRanger (http://www.mudranger.com/)

48 http://www.kanga.nu/archives/MUD-Dev-L/.

49 http://www.skotos.net/articles/.

59 http://www.mudcompanion.com/.
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The timeline I've presented here has outlined how things came
to be the way they are in the virtual worlds of today®!, but it has
given few hints as to what actually comprises a virtual world, let
alone the wider effects of including or excluding particular
components in a design.

It is to this topic that the major part of the remainder of this
book is concerned.

The Basics

People often want to categorize the various virtual worlds, to
make it easier to discuss their particular interests or find a
world that is most suited to their needs. Prospective players, for
example, will want to know what a world looks like and its
setting: If you want to role-play an interstellar pirate, you're not
going to have a lot of luck in a Fantasy environment. Marketers
and investors are more concerned with a product's longevity
and its user demographics: They may not want to spend any
time in a virtual world themselves, but they're keen to know
about those who do. Finally, designers have their own,
theoretical issues to resolve, in addition to understanding what
the players and marketers think.

Having looked at virtual worlds from a historical perspective,
the categorizations typically used present themselves fairly
readily:

5t See also the Online World Timeline at
http://www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/ mudtimeline.html, which gives
further details with direct quotes from people involved, and Jessica
Mulligan's more business-oriented recollections Happy 30th Birthday,
Online Games in http://www. skotos.net/articles/BTHarchives/99.shtml.
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Appearance

Genre

Codebase

Age

Player base

Degree to which they can be changed
Degree of persistence

Let's consider these in turn.

Appearance

Newbies tend to believe that the appearance of a virtual world is
very important; oldbies are generally more concerned with
other features.

Virtual worlds are typically characterized as being either text-
based (textual) or graphics-based (graphical). The former use
words to describe locations, objects, and other players, whereas
the latter use pictures.

There is, however, quite a spectrum between the two extremes.
To access a textual virtual world, a player needs some kind of
software connection to it. This may be direct—for example, by
running the game server from a console and typing at its
prompts—or it may be indirect through use of a client. If a
client is involved it may be dumb, intelligent, or custom.

Strictly speaking, a dumb client does nothing except input
(which it passes to a server), and output (which it does to
whatever the server sends back). However, few clients are
actually that dumb—even telnet can handle minor editing
functions such as backspacing. It's deliberate that dumb clients
don't do a lot, because that way they can be used for a greater
variety of purposes.



Introduction to Virtual Worlds

Even when dealing with a dumb client—or no client at all—a
virtual world need not merely consist of lifeless text. Individual
letters, words, sentences, and paragraphs can be colorized by
the server (usually using the ANSI standard understood by most
PCs) to make the resulting display more attractive and
meaningful.

Intelligent clients are intended for use with specific application
types; in this particular case, that means textual virtual worlds.
Such clients provide additional input functionality (such as
macros or triggering) and tools for managing output (such as
local logging and word-wrapping). Although these features
could still be implemented at the server end and used with a
dumb client, most modern server authors don't bother with this
as they know there are now so many®* good clients about that
people will almost certainly be using one anyway.

Custom clients work only for the small subset of virtual worlds
that share its protocol (in practice, this usually means just one).
The client sends packets of information to the server describing
what has been input. The server sends packets back telling the
client what to output. Although the input protocol is usually not
all that sophisticated, the output can contain embedded codes
that will cause the client to do things, such as switch fonts, play
sound effects and music, or display pictures. For a textual
virtual world, the pictures will by definition be static affairs, this
being more akin to an illustrated book than a movie. However, it
serves to show just how far a text-based world can go without
being classified as graphical.

52

http://www.mudconnect.com/resources/Mud_Resources:Mud_Clients.html
has a list of client resources.
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As arule of thumb, first- and second-age virtual worlds used
dumb clients, third-age used intelligent clients, and fourth-age
used custom clients.

Fifth-age (graphical) virtual worlds also use custom clients, but
display the information a different way. The packets received by
the client contain information that can be used by the client to
render a scene. This will be either 2D (tessellated) or 3D (first-
person), although doubtless “true 3D" (using some stereoscopic
device to give depth to a scene) leading to full-blown VR isn't all
that far away.

Thus, to a newbie who neither knows nor cares about the
underlying mechanisms, the difference between a virtual world
that has moving pictures and one that doesn't is fairly clear;
indeed, it's probably what attracted the newbie to one rather
than the other in the first place. To an oldbie, however, who
understands that the fundamental machinery for implementing
the virtual world itself (embodied by the server) is much the
same whatever the client, the distinction between graphical and
textual worlds is mainly an interface issue (albeit a not-
insignificant one).

Genre

Another categorization that is important to newbie players but
less so to designers is genreS3.

A newbie will look at a set of virtual worlds and say that this one
is medieval Fantasy, this one is Cyberpunk Science Fiction, this
one is dark vampire Horror, this one is Greek Mythology, this

53T use the word to mean both the theme/setting and the content category
(usually expressed in terms of suitability for children).
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one is asexual Japanese Anime, this one is stylized Gangsters,
and so on.

Again, though, from a design perspective most of the way a
virtual world works is independent of genre. Sure, you're not
going to need magic in a world based on Venice in the 16%
century, and you're not going to need firearms in a world where
all the players take on the role of fishes. However, most of the
basic functionality isn't going to change a lot across genres.

Sometimes, though, there are serious implications of genre.
Why are there so few Wild West virtual worlds? Because it's
very hard to explain why Joe Newbie's character can't enter a
shop, buy a loaded six-gun, and empty it into the back of a
character that someone else has been playing for five years.
They didn't call those things "equalizers” for nothings*! Fantasy,
Science Fiction, and Horror worlds have fiction-preserving ways
out of this, as do ones based another hundred years or more into
the past. It's not the only issue, though—there are plenty more.
Following are some examples:

e Crime fiction doesn't work well as a genre because players
don't want to divulge clues to one another. This means
they're discouraged from communicating; most designers
would prefer to encourage them.

e Comedy flops as a genre. You laugh the first time something
funny happens, but by the tenth time that same thing
happens, it ceases to amuse you.

e Romance doesn't work for virtual worlds. Sex does, but
romance doesn't. If you start out with the former, you
rapidly end up with the latter.

54 There's also the problem (noted by Damion Schubert) that the enemies
don't get bigger. Aside from the real-life political problems that would arise
from killing virtual natives and Mexicans, what happens when your
character advances in experience? Do you kill bigger natives and Mexicans?
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e Lone heroes or heroines don't translate well into virtual
worlds. It doesn't make sense to have 5,000 people running
around who all act like Indiana Jones, Lara Croft, James
Bond, or Dr Who. There wouldn't be room for them in the
real world, let alone a virtual one.

These may look obvious to you, but they don't to everyoneSs.
Even so, why would any business person want to fund
development of an unproven (in virtual world terms) genre
anyway? Surely they would go with what they know can be
implemented?

Well, the chief importance of genres lies in their ability to
attract players. From this perspective, the choice of genre
becomes a marketing issue, rather than a design issue (although
designers should, perforce, understand their market). Someone
behind a glass desk realizes that millions and millions of people
have seen the Batman movies and that's a good enough reason
for them to press the issue—irrespective of whether Gotham
City would make a good setting for a virtual world.

Fortunately, most designers can avoid the perils of a bad genre.
There are plenty of perils of a good genre, too, of course,
examples of which will become evident throughout this book.
One in particular is the issue of licensing. Licensing is a big
topic in the computer games industry as a whole. The
arguments are

For:

55 The only one of those mentioned above that I haven't encountered in my
capacity as a virtual world design consultant is the Comedy genre. All the
rest I've seen people try—some, more than once.
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e People know and trust the brand, so you will get more
players.

¢ You gain the attention of the media and of your competitors.

e Youreceive free publicity from other license-related

products.

e The design work for the overall concept has already been
done.

Against:

e You have to pay an invariably large licensing fee and
royalties, so your costs rise.

e The free publicity could be bad, or at least not helpful.

¢ Some accommodation may be needed by the license for
gameplay purposes. These could annoy fans or (worse)
license-holders.

e The overall concept is what designers like doing the most.

In terms of virtual worlds, the decision whether to license is
generally made by someone other than the world's would-be
designers. This imposes creative constraints, because designers
have to fit the franchise. Although many license owners are
fairly hands-off, others are particularly precious about their
worlds and will not consent to anything non-canon no matter
how much this stresses the constraints of a different medium.
This can pose great difficulties for a designer. Sometimes, even
things that are part of the fictional world can be out of bounds,
for example the license for The Lord of the Rings would not
necessarily cover material mentioned only in The Hobbit, even
though they're set in the same Fantasy world.
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Perversely, though, licenses can also be liberating—at least
insofar as virtual worlds are concerneds®. A sure-fire hit such as
Star Wars Galaxies or The Sims Online can take risks that
unlicensed games might avoid simply because if they do screw
up, it's not going to kill the game. An innovation with a 75%
chance of being a success could well be tried out by a licensed
graphical virtual world when it would be left alone by an
unlicensed one on the grounds that “There's a one in four
chance this is going to burn a fifteen-million dollar investment?
Are you nuts?!”

For a competent design team, a world with a big enough license
behind it isn't going to fail unless they set out to make it fail (for
the time being, at least).

Codebase

Related to the idea of genre is that of codebases. To explain how
the two are connected requires a short introduction to some
principles of virtual world server architecture.

Codebases came about because much of the work that needs to
be done to create a virtual world can be re-used when creating
other virtual worlds. How much, exactly, depends on the
codebase. Codebases are mainly associated with the third age of
virtual worlds, although the codebase principle was used as
early as MUD1 and there are ongoing attempts to create similar
solutions for graphical virtual worlds (Asheron’s Call was
designed with this idea in mind%7).

$6 For regular computer games, a license often amounts to a big sign saying,
"Warning: Highly derivative product!”

57 The main open-source 3D graphics engines in development are

e Crystal Space: http://crystal.sourceforge.net.

e NeL: http://www.nevrax.org.
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The most basic part of the software that runs a virtual world is
its driver. This has all the usual routines that appear in any
sophisticated interpreter, handling things like memory
management, parsing, and data structures. Coupled with these
are more operating systems-like material such as input/output
queuing, time-outs, packet handling, and so on. The result is
that the driver can make two foundation concepts available to
higher levels of the program: the existence of entities from
which the virtual world is to be constructed (for example,
objects) and the association of input/output with some of those
entities (for example, players).

Above this layer comes what (for historical reasons) is known as
the mudlib®®. The mudlib defines the physics of a virtual world,
which will include things such as mass/weight, timers,
movement, and communication, along with higher concepts
such as (in a game context) magic and combat mechanisms.

The layer above the mudlib is the world definition. Using the
model set up by the physics, world-specific concepts are added.
New functionality is associated with these objects that is also
consequent on the physics (although not necessarily defined
directly by it). The world definition is fully descriptive: It can be
used to create multiple incarnations of the world.

Finally, there is the particular instantiation of the world. Actual
data items define this individual world, differentiating it from
all the worlds that could possibly be defined.

e Quakeforge: http://sourceforge.net/projects/quake.

e  Worldforge: http://www.worldforge.org.

58 For "mud library.” MUD1 had a mudlib, but it was an adaptation of the
BCPL input/output library and therefore was at a lower level than today's
mudlibs. The modern use of the term was coined independently by LPMUD.
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Here's an example to show how this all hangs together. Suppose
we have a world in which (among many other things) a silver
key opens a silver casket. The driver defines the concepts of:
discrete objects; actions that manipulate such objects; actors
(that is, players) that can affect such actions. The mudlib defines
the concept of objects that can contain other objects and the
conditions under which this can occur. The world defines the
concept of caskets and keys, and how using the right one of the
latter on one of the former can cause that casket to open. The
world instantiation includes an explicit representation for
object32 (a silver casket) and object19 (a silver key); the state of a
silver casket in the instantiated world depends on whether
anyone has opened or closed it with a silver key.

Okay, so these are the various parts of the server:

e Driver

e Mudlib (physics)
e  World model

e Instantiation

All codebases must implement these layers, but they don't have
to do it all the same way. Typically, they use a combination of
three techniques:

e Hard-code them using a real programming language such as
Cor C++

e Soft-code them using a scripting language such as LPC or
MUF (Multi-User Forth—used by MUCKs), which is
interpreted by the hard code.

e Store them explicitly as data in files that are meaningful to
the hard code, the soft code, or both.

How exactly they do this depends on the particular codebase.
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Everything that is hard-coded constitutes the engine. For
MUSHes and MOOs, the engine is just the driver; for LPMUDs
it's the driver and the mudlib; for DikuMUDs it's the driver, the
mudlib, and the world definition. The advantages of having an
engine with higher-level functionality are ease of use and run-
time efficiency; the disadvantages are inflexibility and a lack of
expressiveness.

Everything that is stored to data files is the database (which
may, or may not, be a third-party database with a formal query
language and so on). This can be a little confusing, as there can
be up to three completely different databases that make up the
database:

e Scripting language code
e Templates
e Instantiations

Any or all of these could be used statically (for initialization
only) or dynamically (consulted each use, on-the-fly).

Let's look at these different database forms a little more closely.

A scripting language database consists of the script files that the
virtual world needs. For MUSHes, these scripts themselves
define the mudlib, the world model, and the world's
instantiation; for LPMUDs, they just define the world model.

A template database contains definitions for objects, from which
a world can be constructed. With this kind of set-up, it's possible
to do things like change the behavior of one of the virtual
world's denizens by tinkering with the template from which it
was stamped out—you don't have to change/recompile any
code. DikuMUDs use a template database.
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An instantiation database (more widely known as a runtime
database) stores the state of the instantiated world, specifically
those values that persist across server shutdowns and which
can't be generated from either a scripting database or a
template database. A good example is player character data,
which is usually stowed in a database while the player is not
present in the virtual world. Worlds that run continuously will
periodically store their entire state in an instantiation database,
so they can effect recovery in the event of catastrophic machine
failure.

Note that it's possible for a codebase to incorporate these three
databases into one. The object-oriented implementation of
MOQ s, for example, means that dumping all the data objects
(that is, creating a runtime database) automatically dumps all
templates and scripts as well, because they are defined as such
objects.

Table 1.1 summarizes these differences for a number of codebase
families (and, for comparison, some individual virtual worlds).
Each component level is described as being code (executed by
the computer hardware), script (executed by the code®?), or data
(non-executable).

Table 1.1 Codebase Differences

Codebase Driver Mudlib World Runtime
Model

DikuMUDs Code Code Code Data

MUD1 Code Code Script Data

59 There is an argument that high-powered scripting languages such as LPC,
which can be used for applications beyond virtual worlds (for example,
writing WWW servers), should count as both code and scripting language.
MUDDLE can even be compiled and run directly, instead of being
interpreted.
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MUD2 Code Script Script Data
Ultima Online Code Script Script Data
LPMUDs Code Code Script Script
MUCKs, Code Script Script Script
MUSHes &

MOOs

What does any of this have to do with genre?

Well, the way codebases are implemented has an impact on the
virtual worlds that they themselves implement. Hard-coded
functionality is less flexible but more powerful; soft-coded
functionality is quicker to write but slower to run.

Thus, if you wanted a virtual world with a lot of action
delivering an intense experience, you'd go for something that
favored code (for example, a DikuMUD); if you wanted a virtual
world where spontaneity and creativity were important, you'd
go for something that favored scripting (for example, a MOO); if
you wanted a codebase that had a detailed physics but in a
nonstandard setting, you'd go for something that employed
code for the mudlib and a scripting language for the world
model (for example, an LPMUD).

Very generally, the major codebases® used for (textual) virtual
worlds conform to the following stereotypes:

e DikuMUDs: Adventure-oriented, with a heavy emphasis on
combat against computer-controlled foes. They are exciting
experiences, but the worlds themselves tend not to change

80 For further details and descriptions of derivative codebases, see the
rec.games.mud FAQ parts 2 and 4:

e http://www.mudconnect.com/mudfaq/mudfaq-p2.html#q6

e  http://www.mudconnect.com/mudfaq/mudfaqg-p4.html
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much over time. They mostly have a Fantasy setting, with
Science Fiction in distant second place.

e LPMUDs: Also adventure-oriented, but with less emphasis
on combat. They are often extended over time. Again, they're
mainly Fantasy, but across a wider range; there are
numerous Science Fiction, Horror, and mythological worlds,
too.

e MUCKSs: Socially oriented, heavily focused on role-playing.
These are usually based on some specific work of Fantasy,
Science Fiction, or Horror. Those that aren't often involve
original, anthropomorphic animals (furries).

e MUSHes: Socially oriented, mostly focused on role-playing,
but occasionally non-gaming in nature. MUSHes tend to
have a Science Fiction setting based on books, comics, or
movies, with Fantasy some distance behind.

e MOOs: The least games-oriented codebase, responsible for
more non-game worlds than all the other codebases put
together. Those games it does produce are usually original
(rather than derivative) Fantasy that are geared for role-play
rather than adventure.

These stereotypes are reinforced by the historical heritages of
each codebase. Although it's possible (for example) to program
an exact replica of a MOO in LPC, people who wanted to write a
"MOO-like" virtual world would probably just go for a MOO
codebase instead. What's more, people just starting up an
LPMUD would probably take someone else’'s mudlib as a
starting point. Thus, the theme or genre connotations
associated with a codebase will tend to be perpetuated as that
codebase evolves, meaning that when new versions appear they
will usually be refined for their preferred genres®.

® For an examination of the different codebases from both a player’s and
developer's perspective, see Andrew Busey's, Secrets of the MUD Wizards:
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Codebases are a common way of categorizing free, text-based
virtual worlds (of which there are several thousand); they are
not, however, a lot of use in most other circumstances. Almost
all graphical virtual worlds, for example, have their own,
proprietary codebase. Other means of usefully distinguishing
between the different natures of virtual worlds are therefore
also commonly employed.

Age
How long does a virtual world typically last? What stops it from
lasting longer?

To give you some idea of the longevity involved here, Table 1.2
lists examples of the oldest incarnations in existence of free,
text-based virtual worlds.

Textual worlds have the potential to last indefinitely. This isn't
simply because the graphics never date and the bandwidth
requirements are low (although those are factors); rather, it's
that they can remain compelling for long enough that people
want to stay. Those that fail to attract a critical mass of players
tend to die after a few months, but beyond that a virtual world
can last for years so long as there is someone around willing to
host and administrate it®2.

Table 1.2 Ages of Extant Virtual Worlds

Playing and Programming MUDs, MOOs, MUSHes, MUCKs and other
Internet Role-Playing Games. Indianapolis, Sams.net Publishing, 1995.

62 Reasons why virtual worlds nevertheless don't all last for more than a few
years are discussed in Chapter 3, “Players.”
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Virtual World Birth Codebase Home Page URL

Year
MUD1 1987 MUD1 www.british-legends.com
Void 1989 Custom Void.greenfinch.com
DragonMUD 1989 TinyMUD www.dragonmud.org
BatMUD 1990 LPMUD www.bat.org
Medievia 1991 Custom www.medievia.com

Northern Lights 1992  AberMUD www.ludd.luth.se/mud/ab
er/northern_lights.html

MediaMOO 1993 MOO www.cc.gatech.edu/~asb/
MediaMOO

Graphical virtual worlds haven't been around for long enough to
determine their individual chances of surviving into their
dotage, but so long as the graphics are patched or otherwise
updated so they don't fall too far behind the latest norms, the
prognosis is good. Original estimates by publishers that virtual
worlds would have around five years of life in them before the
servers eventually had to be switched off were proven wrong (at
least post-Ultima Online).

There's generally enough gameplay in a graphical world to last a
player six to twelve months, which is less (by around half) than
for most textual worlds. However, newbies are easier to attract
to these larger environments, and therefore the shortfall isn't
important®3,

When a free virtual world gets old, it may defy death for years
because a rump of players stays with it; overheads would make
this unlikely for a commercial virtual world. On the other hand,
free virtual worlds rarely continue to exist after their original

8 From the point of view of the virtual world's healthy survival. Obviously, a
game will generate more money when paying customers stay longer, which
is why retention is a big issue for commercial products.
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designers and administrators have lost interest, whereas
commercial virtual worlds do. On the whole, it seems likely that
commercial graphical virtual worlds have the potential to last
just as long as free textual virtual worlds.

The reason age is an important consideration when looking at a
virtual world is because it can be used as a measure of the
success of that world. While acknowledging that failures can
often be attributed to external factors, nevertheless good
designs ought to survive and poor designs ought to fail. Age, as
a measure of survival, is therefore a measure of success.

This is not a metric that can be applied in related industries. For
example, the first computer game to be released on a CD-ROM
came out in 1989: Activision's®* The Manhole. Few people even
remember it now, let alone play it, and yet DragonMUD was
launched the very same year and has been played continuously
ever since. The default assumption is that although regular
computer games have a limited lifespan, virtual worlds
(whether games-oriented or otherwise) could last forever.
People don't ask why Meridian 59 ran for four years: they ask
why it only ran for four years®s.

Player Base

The other way to look at the success or otherwise of a virtual
world is by examining its player base. In theory, the better
worlds will attract more players, and therefore those that have
the largest player bases are the best. In theory....

54 The company was known as Mediagenic at the time.
85 Which perhaps explains why it was bought from 3DO and relaunched in
2002.
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Actually, there are many reasons why a virtual world may have
a large user base (or a small one), with marketing and pricing
not insignificant factors. From a designer’s point of view, these
have to be taken into account so the essential reasons for a
design's success can be gauged.

The first thing to note, therefore, is that there are different
measures of "size” here. If someone visits the same virtual world
for three hours every night, should they carry the same weight
as someone who plays for two hours every Saturday morning, or
someone who only plays for two hours once every three
months? Sure, there's a different business case for each usage
pattern (hard-core players are more important for per-hour
charging, whereas casual players are more important for per-
month charging). However, that doesn't help when you're trying
to figure out why a particular virtual world is popular so that
you can adjust your own designs accordingly. Some of the best
virtual worlds are free: Is being free one of the reasons they
have a large player base, or would they have even more players
if they charged a fee and could afford to advertise themselves?

For commercial games using the same business model, absolute
subscriber numbers are an acceptable means of comparison. If
game X has 300,000 subscribers and game Y has 100,000, and
they both charge around $12 a month primarily to North
Americans, it's not unreasonable to suppose that game X is
"better” in some sense than game Y.

For virtual worlds that don't conform to these parameters, user
base size comparisons are much harder. There are basically five
approaches:

e Count the number of registered players. This assumes
the world registers its players, of course, but not all do.
Why is this? Well, when people want to try out a virtual
world, filling out forms puts them off. Even asking for an
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email address can be annoying—who wants to end up on
some mailing list when they're only looking to see
whether they like the world? In other words, forcing
players to register can be seen as a barrier to entry. You
get more newbies into the game if you don't take down
their particulars first.

e Count the number of characters. Every game keeps
records of the characters belonging to players. Yes, there
will almost certainly be people who have several
characters, either attached to the same player account or
ones belonging to false identities they've set up. The
same applies to all virtual worlds, though, so the
argument is that it ought to even itself out. The first flaw
here is that actually, no, it doesn't even itself out. Some
virtual worlds have entrance qualifications that make
owning multiple characters or accounts very difficult—
there are role-playing MUSHes®®, for example, that
interview prospective players and have waiting lists for
entry. The second flaw (which also applies to the "count
the number of registered players” approach) is that some
virtual worlds purge player records that remain dormant
for a period, but others don't. A world which has been
running for two years that doesn't clear out unused
player records will be able to boast a larger user base
than one that has been running for ten years which
deletes records that haven't been accessed for 90 days.

e Count the number of players who access the world per
day. This can actually be quite a good measure, although
a bad game with marketing will get more suck-it-and-see
players per day than a good game with bad marketing.
Also, it depends on the day—weekends tend to be busier
than weekdays.

% Such as GarouMUSH, http://www.garoumush.org/.
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Count the number of simultaneous players. This measure
posits that snapshots of usage throughout the day can
give a good comparison of user base sizes across virtual
worlds. Suppose two worlds each have 80 players in
them at 7 p.m. and 120 players at 8 p.m. It seems fair to
suggest that they have roughly the same degree of
popularity. It doesn’t matter that for one world half the
players at 8 p.m. may still be playing from when they
were counted at 7 p.m., and for the other some people
have played for half an hour and missed being counted at
all; indeed, this is entirely the point. Newbies who enter a
game and see a lot of players in a world would think that
world was popular, irrespective of how long those
players spent per session. The main problem with using a
count of simultaneous player numbers is that it varies so
much depending on the time and the time zones where
their players live. Worlds that have 700 players at 10 p.m.
might have only 20 at 5 a.m. The figures are so skewed
that the mean, median, or mode average is not of any use.
Thus, when people do refer to the number of
simultaneous players in a world, they tend to give the
daily peak (which is better, but not much better).

Count the number of player-hours. This is perhaps the
best measure of the popularity of virtual worlds, but it
suffers precisely because of this. Few administrators are
going to publish details of how many player-hours are
spent in their virtual world per day if this would make
them look bad against the bigger games (and it would!).
Incidentally, this and the previous measure are both
susceptible to the inflationary effects of people who are
logged into a virtual world but not actually playing it.
Some textual worlds, for example, regularly have over
half their players away from the keyboard while their
characters remain unattended in full public view.
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However it's measured, the size of a player base has big
implications on the design of a virtual world. For example, the
main differences between graphical and textual worlds from a
designer's point of view are to do with the huge numbers of
players that the former attract, rather than the fact they have
pictures.

Size, as they say, isn't everything, though. Also important are
the demographics of the player base—and not just so marketing
people can sell to advertisers and sponsors. Those are actual
demographics; when a game is being designed, the target
demographics are important. The more designers know about
the kind of players that are required, the better they can
account for this in their design. A virtual world aimed at
wealthy professionals would be different to one aimed at
impoverished students. A virtual world aimed at children would
be different to one aimed at bored homemakers. A virtual world
aimed at everybody would be different to one aimed at just the
design team (although many design teams don't yet seem to
have figured this one out).

That said, demographics are only statistics, and they don't
always tell the designers of virtual worlds what they need to
know. It's clear that virtual worlds which are perceived as
computer games—and most of them are—seem to attract
different groups of people than their regular-game cousins;
there is, however, wide disagreement among analysts over the
actual figures®”. The same overall trends are nevertheless

57 For example: What percentage of computer gamers are female?

®  43% http://www.idsa.com/IDSATopTen2002.pdf (2001 survey by Peter D.
Hart Research Associates and NPD Group)

®  42% http://www.mediafamily.org/research/vgrc/2001-2.shtml (2001
survey by National Institute on Media and the Family)

e 12% http://www.techmall.com/techdocs/TS000822-1.html (2000 survey
by The Strategy Group for Ziff-Davis).
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present within individual surveys (which compare like with
like), and it's probably fairly safe to say that in general:

e Virtual world players are older than console gamers, and
cover a wider age range than PC gamers.

e Virtual worlds attract proportionately more female players
than do console or PC games.

This information is normally interpreted in one of two ways:
Designers should make their games more inclusive, so as to
further appeal to the mass market; designers should make their
games less inclusive, so as not to alienate their core audience.

Actually, though, it's possible to appeal to both groups of
players. Whereas marketing people want to know who is
playing, designers are more interested in why they are playing.
Players' expectations and desires are more important to
designers than their ages, incomes, and geographic locations; if
designers can model how the different player types interact, and
design their virtual world such that these interactions are both
stable and intrinsically interesting for participants and
observers, then demographic information becomes purely a
marketing tool. If you want more female players, advertise to
women; if you want more older players, advertise to senior
citizens; if you want more teenagers, advertise to teenagers. It
shouldn't matter who plays, so long as there are checks and
balances within the virtual world itself to ensure that no one
playing style can come to overwhelm the others.

Contrast these with the results of Nick Yee's EverQuest survey, which
discovered that approximately 16% of that game's players are female.
http://www.nickyee.com/eqt/demographics.html.
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Fortunately, models for representing playing habits
independently of demographics do exist; they are discussed in
Chapter 3, "Players.”

Dimensions: Change and Persistence

So how do designers categorize virtual worlds? And why would
they want to categorize virtual worlds anyway?

Categorizations make explicit some of the choices available to
designers. It's all too easy to begin designing a virtual world
having already made key decisions without even being aware of
the fact. By laying out the options available to them, not only
can designers be aware of what options are available to them,
they are also forced to look at their solutions more analytically.
Categorizations are particularly useful for seeing what the
various combinations of design decisions imply about any
resulting virtual world.

There are many high-level judgments that designers must make
when considering the nature of the virtual worlds they wish to
create—so many, in fact, that they merit an entire chapter of
this book to themselves (Chapter 4, “World Design”). Most of
these options are interdependent in some way, which makes
them unsuitable as categorizations; others are so disjoint that
they say nothing general beyond their own context.

Two, however, do combine to good effect: the degree to which a
world can be changed by its players (sometimes called player
impact); the degree to which changes persist over time. This
model, originally devised by Raph Koster and Rich Vogel®®,

%8 In http://www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/despat_files/frame.htm . Their
narrative cube, discussed in Chapter 7, "Toward a Critical Aesthetic,” is a
related idea.
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elegantly exposes what is perhaps the most important question
designers must face, which determines the very soul of their
creations: Whose world is it?

The two dimensions—change and persistence—are natural
progressions from some of the differentiators applied to
codebases. Players of MOOs all have full builder privileges,
meaning they can add to their virtual world almost
indiscriminately (they have direct access to the scripting
language, which controls everything above the driver level).
Players of AberMUDs have no such capability to change their
world. Similarly, in Ultima Online the entire world and
everything in it persists indefinitely—you can drop an object in
your house and it will still be there weeks later. In MUD1,
everything except the player characters’ details is periodically
reinitialized.

The issue is one of content. Although developers throw around
the term like everyone knows what it means, it's actually quite
hard to pin down. Essentially, content is that which the world
provides to hold players' interest. If players are consumers,
content is what they consume.

As an analogy, content in virtual worlds is like what stand-up
comedians call “material.” They write a routine stringing
together jokes, observations, and witticisms, which they then
deliver to an audience. If they're really good, members of the
audience may come back time and time again, but most won't.
After all, if you've heard a joke once, it's not really as amusing
when you hear it a second time; their material isn't sticky. For
performances in a 2,000-capacity theater, a single routine can
last a comedian for half a year; on television with an audience of
20 million, it's pretty well dead the moment it has been used.

Content in virtual worlds generally means giving people things
to do, places to do it, and things to do it to. The mere presence of
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other players can be considered as a form of content, being as it
is the primary reason most people play. Designers can't design
players, however, just facilitate their interactions; this kind of
content is therefore said to be intangible.

Virtual worlds have another major draw, however, that of the
virtual environment itself. This, designers can change directly;
it's tangible content. When designers talk about adding content
to a world, they generally mean the tangible sort: that which can
be coded or scripted, rather than that which emerges from
interactions.

The combination of players and world gives rise to content so
potent that people can be quite willing—indeed, positively
enthusiastic—to repeat an experience over and over again. This
makes virtual worlds incredibly sticky—much stickier than
related leisure-time pursuits such as books, computer games,
movies, and television. Only music is comparably sticky, with
many people happy to listen to their same, favorite albums often
and for extended periods®e.

Players do nevertheless (as individuals) consume content. So
where does new content originate? In some virtual worlds, only
from the interactions between the players: MUD1 has had only
minor changes to the virtual world since 1985, yet people still
play it to this day. MUD]1, however, is scaled just right for the
number of players it attracts. For large virtual worlds such as
EverQuest, there are far more people wanting to play than there
are things for them to do. As players become increasingly
practiced at the game and want to try out the more demanding
challenges, there is greater demand for high-end experiences.
Therefore, new tangible content (in the form of locations,

59 Whether they would do so if they had to pay a monthly license fee to listen
to them is another matter, of course.
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monsters, treasure, and so on) must be added so that there's
enough around for everyone to eat their fill.

This kind of content can be added in one of two ways: within the
context of the virtual world (for example, a nobleman hires a
gang of workers to build a castle) or without (for example, a
player or designer inserts a castle using a development tool).
The distinction is quite marked: Does the world make the
changes, or do the players? Put another way, do players have to
prove new statements from a given set of axioms, or do they get
to add axioms directly?

Some virtual worlds allow only partial access to the full majesty
of their scripting language (perhaps through permission
restrictions, perhaps through the use of a separate "builder
language” itself implemented in the scripting language like
regular commands). You might, for example, be able to create
objects but not locations, or locations but not commands. In
practice, though, these are one step beyond the point of no
return: Either you can change the world using independent
meta-actions (which is called building) or you can't (in which
case any changes must be through actions within the context of
the virtual world itself). Thus, the measure of how much change
a virtual world allows depends on the criteria that determine
who gets to have the builder privileges.

For some worlds, for example most MOOs, everyone can build;
for others, such as the heaviest role-playing MUSHes, only the
world's guardian coders can build (even though the architecture
is as open as a MOQ's, and therefore anyone could in theory be
allowed to build). In between these two extremes are worlds
that allow changes by wider groups of coders/designers, by
privileged appointees, by highly-experienced players, by players
who have been playing for a certain time period, by players who
pass an interview, by anyone who asks; it's not quite a spectrum,
but it's close.
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The other dimension under consideration here, persistence, is
also more discrete than continuous. Persistence relates to the
amount of a virtual world's state that would be retained intact
were the whole system to be shut down and restarted. All
virtual worlds have some degree of persistence (after all, it's
part of the definition of the term “virtual world"), but exactly
what they persist varies.

At the most basic end of the scale, all that a world persists is its
initial state and the records for individual player characters.
AberMUDs are like this. The next step involves persisting what
the characters were carrying with them at the time
(DikuMUDs), certain classes of objects such as player characters’
corpses (EverQuest), and so on all the way up to the entire world
state (Ultima Online) and the entire world state plus all
incrementally-added functionality (MOOs).

Persistence is more dependent on the available computer
resources than is change. Put simply, the more you want to
save, the longer it will take to save it and the more space it will
take up. This is not, however, the usual reason why designers
might prefer their world to have a relatively low degree of
persistence. Adventure-oriented games in particular can have
very complicated, inter-related tasks and puzzles that have far-
reaching, game-wide effects; this makes them effectively
impossible to disentangle from the state of the virtual world—
you can't unlaunch a rocket or unexplode a bomb. Designers
want to be able to reinitialize these puzzles, because if
something has taken perhaps weeks to implement, they don't
really want it to be single-use for the benefit of only a handful of
players.

How can you reinitialize something that has all-embracing
consequences, though? Reset strategies are discussed in detail
in Chapter 4, "World Design,” but for this particular problem the
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short answer is that you can't really reinitialize anything with
such a large root system unless you initialize the entire virtual
world. Full persistence in this situation would be a bad thing,
because persistence is all about not reinitializing. Thus,
designers of certain types of virtual worlds can have good
reasons for not wanting to persist everything across reboots.

Okay, so let's see how these concepts of change and persistence
interact. Table 1.3 shows a six-by-six grid, with persistence
increasing left-to-right and access to content creation
increasing top-to-bottom. Major codebases and a number of
important individual worlds are positioned in the grid
depending on how far they satisfy the persistence and change
criteria listed at the heads of the columns and rows,
respectively.

Table 1.3 Persistence Versus Change

Persistence (what survives a reboot)
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The first thing to notice is that there's an apparent line running
diagonally from the top left to the bottom right, with most of
the virtual worlds appearing on or above it. What this says is
that, in general, there's a relationship between the number of
people who have the ability to build things in a virtual world
and the persistence of their creations. Note that this alone
doesn't say whether persistence implies building access or vice

versa, just

that the two go hand in hand.

Above the diagonal, fewer groups of people can build in the
world, but what they build lasts just as long as for more relaxed
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regimes. Below the diagonal, more people can build, but what
they build doesn't last as long as for more open architectures.
Given that there are plenty of virtual worlds above the diagonal
and few below, we can deduce that increased persistence
doesn't really imply increased numbers of builders, but that
increased numbers of builders does perhaps imply increased
persistence. In other words, the more people who can add
content directly to a virtual world, the more of that world will
tend to persist.

Looking at the individual worlds in the grid, most commercial
games appear on the horizontal line that indicates content can
be added by trusted (because they've signed a contract) players
but not automatically by anyone who happens to reach some
world-defined level of expertise. Given that player-created
tangible content is believed by many designers to be the future
of virtual worlds, this reluctance to cross the line could present
something of a problem. The topic is discussed at length in
Chapter 5, “Life in the Virtual World.”

Okay, we've learned something, but what has any of this to do
with the soul of virtual worlds?

Let's examine Table 1.3 another way: as quadrants of nine
squares each.

The top-left quadrant consists exclusively of adventure-oriented
virtual worlds. The designers have created a world, and they're
strict about who can add to it. Whatever content changes they
do allow while the world is running will only persist across a
reboot under very particular conditions. Everything in the
world is how it is for a reason, and has been constructed to be
immediately captivating. The virtual world is so rich and
complex and its components so interdependent that players’
changes aren't ever going to be able to do it justice. Sure, players
can make changes to the world through their actions within the
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world, but those changes don't ever last for long because they
disappear whenever the world is reinitialized. The world
entirely belongs to the designers, like a movie entirely belongs
to its director; it has little life beyond that of its own.

The top-right quadrant also emphasizes the integrity of the
world. Only trusted people get to make changes. However, the
world itself is more open-ended, and changes will persist for a
long time. Whereas a volcanic eruption in a DikuMUD would
last until the next reboot, in Asheron’s Call it would lead to a
more or less permanent change to the environment. Some of the
things the designers put into the world are not immediately
interesting, but like seeds they may grow into something
special later (or they may not). Players can make changes
through in-context actions that have lasting effects. The world
still belongs to the designers, but when players start to live in it,
it gets a chance to evolve in ways the designers hadn't
necessarily considered.

The bottom-left quadrant is almost empty, with only MUD2
making an appearance. The world design is so tight that little
persists from one reboot to another, but in between reboots
those players who are of sufficient experience to understand the
design can create tangible (albeit ephemeral) content. The
designers’® allow certain players to take control of the virtual
world in a major way, but they wrest ownership back with every
reboot.

The bottom-right quadrant contains almost entirely socially-
oriented virtual worlds (with LPMUDs being the only
exception). These often have little or no “game” aspect, and
building is considered part of the fun. The original designers
only create the core of the world and the means by which it can

70 Actually, because there's only one of me, this should be “designer.”
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be extended; thereafter, they hand it over to the players to do
with as they wish (although there’s a problem if what the
players wish for is that the designers will take back control, as
they famously did with LambdaMOO).

So, following this analysis we are at last able to answer the
original question: Whose world is it?

¢ In the top-left quadrant, the world belongs to the designers.

e Inthe top-right quadrant, it also belongs to the designers,
but players have a stake because the changes they make
through their in-world actions can change the landscape.

¢ In the bottom-left quadrant, the world still belongs to the
designers. Players are loaned world-changing powers, but
come midnight their carriages turn back into pumpkins.

e Inthe bottom-right quadrant, the world belongs to the
players.

When designers begin work on a new virtual world, the
question of who is to own it should be uppermost in their
minds: It really does encapsulate the soul of the world! Of course
designers will have a vision of their world, and of course they
will consider themselves to be better designers than are their
players (not unreasonably so, despite what players” may think).
Players are people, though, and need to be thought of as such.
How much are the designers willing to trust them to add good
new content?

e Not at all? Then go for low persistence and low change.

e Alot, if they stick to the rules? Then go for high
persistence and low change.

e Alot, but not for long? Then go for low persistence and
high change.

7 The players who haven't read this book, that is.
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e Implicitly? Then go for high persistence and high
change.

Perhaps the best expression of this difference is seen in the
comparison between the early advertising slogans of Verant
(makers of EverQuest) and Skotos (makers of Castle Marrach):

e Verant: You're in Our World Now.
e Skotos: Why Yes, I am God.

Skotos' games have only a fraction of the players that EverQuest
has, but their slogan sells more T-shirts.

Influences on Virtual Worlds

Virtual worlds are not a self-contained phenomenon, insulated
from the real world. Trivially, the hardware on which they run is
part of the real world and therefore they themselves must be
considered a part of it. However, there are other ways in which
the real world can influence the virtual. From a designer’s point
of view, the most important of these are those that also involve
the construction of imaginary—if not quite virtual—worlds. In
practice, this means books, magazines, movies, television series,
and (perhaps most importantly) role-playing games.

Printed Works

The single most important influence on virtual worlds from
fiction is J. R. R. Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings”? trilogy.
Although it would be of huge significance merely for having
established the genre of High Fantasy, its ultimate worth lies in

7> J.R. R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring. London, George Allen & Unwin,
1954.
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its depiction of an imagined world. It's not the particular world
it describes that is momentous (although Middle Earth is indeed
classic source material for people writing new text-based
games); rather, it's that creating a fully realized, make-believe
world was shown to be actually possible. Prior to The Lord of the
Rings, worlds of such depth were practically unknown.

The word "practically” is used because there were immensely
detailed imaginary worlds before, but they evolved over
centuries and had many authors. Folk tales, while perhaps
originally having some basis in fact, nevertheless changed over
the telling, drifting toward some popular shared setting that
gave listeners a context. Individual stories had a place and time,
so no background had to be given, and they in turn made a
contribution to enriching the overall canon. These collections of
tales set in what were to become shared fictional worlds gave
rise to such well-loved anthologies as Britain's Arthurian
Legends, the Middle East's 1001 Arabian Nights, and China's The
Water Margin.

The other great source of imaginary worlds is religion. This is a
little trickier to discuss, because whereas few people today
would disagree that the worlds of Greek, Roman, Norse, and
Celtic gods were completely imaginary, the suggestion that
there might be fictional elements in the Jewish Torah, Roman
Catholic Apocrypha, or Hindu Ramayana—to name but a few—is
just asking for trouble. The issue of real-world religion in virtual
worlds is debated in Chapter 8, “Coda: Ethical Considerations;"”
for the moment, it's sufficient to note that religion can be a
source of imaginary worlds comparable in breadth and depth to
those that are accepted myth, but you'd have to be brave or
stupid to use a living one.

What J. R. R. Tolkien showed was that imaginary worlds did not
have to emerge from amalgamations of the ideas of many
people; it was possible for an individual to construct a believable
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world from first principles (although he did draw on many
tropes from existing myth as part of Middle Earth's
architecture). The sheer amount of vision he produced,
maintained over six books in three volumes, is breathtaking. It's
small wonder that the imaginative possibilities raised by The
Lord of the Rings are as much an inspiration for designers of
virtual worlds today as they were for the authors of MUDL1.

That said, the actual content of MUD1 wasn't drawn from
Middle Earth. The game's terrain was English and the
inhabitants were pure fairytale—it had “"dwarfs” rather than
"dwarves,” for example, and no elves, orcs, nor hobbits
whatsoever. There was a fictional influence, but it was due to the
sword and sorcery of Robert E. Howard's Conan the Cimmerian?3
series rather than The Hobbit’. Long novels aren't as good as
action-oriented short stories for evoking the heart-in-your-
mouth style adventure that MUD1's world was intended (among
other things) to deliver.

Beyond The Lord of the Rings, the influence of fiction on virtual
worlds is three types:

e Direct. The virtual world is an implementation of a familiar
fictional world such as Robert Jordan's The Wheel of Time”>
or Terry Pratchett's Discworld”®.

e Partial. The virtual world is inspired by a particular work of
fiction or a genre that is derived from one. It might have the

73 Robert E. Howard, The Phoenix on the Sword. Chicago, Weird Tales, Popular
Fiction Publishing Co., December 1932.

74 J.R. R. Tolkien, The Hobbit: or There and Back Again. London, George Allen &
Unwin, 1937.

7S Robert Jordan, The Eye of the World. New York, Tor Books, 1990.

76 Terry Pratchett, The Colour of Magic. London, Colin Smythe, 1983.
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same "mutant academy” idea of Stan Lee and Jack Kirby's X-
Men”’, but let you create your own superheroes.

e Indirect. The virtual world implements or is inspired by some
other work which itself is an adaptation of a book or comic
series. A virtual world design team might decide to adopt
the Dungeons & Dragons magic system without necessarily
knowing that E. Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson (authors of
Dungeons & Dragons) themselves adopted the idea from the
novels of Jack Vance”s.

Given the choice, most professional virtual world designers
would prefer to design their own, original virtual world. They
have good enough imaginations that they don't need to steal
from fiction (yet are regularly asked “where do you get your
ideas from?” as if they couldn't just think them up unaided). Like
a scriptwriter adapting a book for the big screen, designers
working to a license might genuinely enjoy what they're doing
but, deep down, they'd rather be exploring their own
imagination than someone else's. For this reason, designers
tend to approach novels analytically, deconstructing them for
their form rather than their content.

There is, however, a fourth category of fiction that has subject
matter in itself of use to designers. These are the books that are
about virtual worlds; not in the pedagogical way that this book
is, but far more speculatively. Books of this kind are of great
interest to the designers of virtual worlds because they actually
involve consideration of design issues. Suppose that all
implementational and commercial problems have been solved,
and people can physically visit invented worlds from reality:
What might they find there?

77 Stan Lee (writer) and Jack Kirby (artist), X-Men. New York, X-Men, Marvel
Comics, September 1963.
78 Jack Vance, The Dying Earth. New York, Hillman Periodicals, 1950.
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In early examples of the genre, such as Larry Niven and Steven
Barnes' Dream Park” and Vernor Vinge's True Names®, the
authors had not encountered virtual worlds® and were
therefore writing from a position of pure conjecture.
Nevertheless, they raised several issues about the design of
virtual worlds that have proven to be quite prescient. Dream
Park, for example, asks questions about narrative and ownership
that were to be raised again some 20 years later when the
debate about ongoing content provision for fifth-age graphical
virtual worlds began in earnest. True Names made the
distinction between player and persona (the real-world identity
of an individual being a persona’s “true name") and explored
some of the consequences of identity masking that this enables.

When Cyberpunk brought new meaning to the term “cutting
edge” in the Science Fiction literary scene of the mid-1980s, the
future of virtual worlds immediately seemed laid out with neon
clarity. In Dream Park, virtual worlds were glorified real-world
theme parks; in True Names, they were stored in computers that
people reached through electrode “portals” suckered to the
head; by William Gibson's tour de force novel Neuromancer®?,
access was through neural jacks making direct electronic
connections to the brain. Surely this was to be the ultimate in
imaginary experience made real? The notion of cyberspace—
data represented as imagery within a shared virtual
environment—Dburst into public consciousness. Virtual worlds
were merely a manifestation of virtual reality; the interface not

79 Larry Niven and Steven Barnes, Dream Park. New York, Ace Books, 1981.

80 Vernor Vinge, True Names. James R. Frenkel (ed.), Binary Star #5. New York,
Dell, 1981. Full text available at
http://members.tripod.com/erythrina/index.html.

8 Although True Names makes a direct reference to Adventure (ADVENT) and
Dream Park does the same with Zork.

82 William Gibson, Neuromancer. New York, Ace Books, 1984.
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only brought the message, it determined it. The syntax shaped
the semantics.

It was easy to forget that Cyberpunk fiction was just that:
fiction. It was predictive in the cautionary sense, showing how
things might become, not how they would become. Part of
Cyberpunk’s agenda was to show that although technology
offers a way forward, people could corrupt it for their own ends.
That which has the potential to bestow liberty can be twisted to
the cause of oppression or anarchy. Thus, it was in the interests
of Cyberpunk authors to show cyberspace as a slick, high-tech
victory of form over substance, hip and happening yet shallow
and soulless but for its dark, in-shadow periphery. The cold,
objective way that virtual space was depicted (as a network of
freeform, three-dimensional statistical symbols) conveyed the
impression that getting to cyberspace was more important than
what was there when you arrived.

Many people find the neurotechnology envisaged in
Neuromancer exciting, because (were it ever available) it would
provide a means of entering a virtual world totally and
completely®. It is unlikely, however, that any virtual world they
did visit would look like a classic Cyberpunk vision unless the
designers deliberately took such as their model®*. This was
acknowledged in William Gibson's later cyberpunk novel,
Idoru®s, which distinguished between network-as-medium and
network-as-place by explicitly referring to virtual worlds as
MUDs.

8 Personally, I'd rather eat my own eyeballs than have a chip in my head.

84 A virtual world set in a fictional Cyberpunk milieu such as Neuromancer's
"Sprawl"” has, of course, been done many times. A fact sadly lost on the "kewl
doods"” who play games such as EverQuest as if merely being in cyberspace
meant being in Cyberpunk.

85 William Gibson, Idoru. New York, G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1996.
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Cyberpunk teaches designers a number of valuable lessons
about the sociology and psychology of players and the
responsibilities of developers. Virtual worlds are not insulated
from the real world; they can't be regarded as solely the purview
of their designers, publishers, or even players. Their influence
extends into the real world, and therefore the real world extends
into them. Ultimately, though, the relationship is one-sided: The
real world always wins in the end.

Cyberpunk was the evangelizing prophet of virtual reality, but,
once the hype died down, other authors were able to look at the
new reality and use that as their starting point for speculative
work. Media darling LambdaMOO was an obvious first point of
contact for people considering writing speculatively about
virtual worlds, although in itself it was hardly representative of
what was already out there.

Perhaps the most impressive of those novels first to be informed
by extant virtual worlds is Tad Williams' Otherland®® series. This
monumental®” work traces the fortunes of a number of
disparate individuals accessing the “Otherland” virtual world of
its title. Among the many things the series gets right that
Cyberpunk got wrong are

e Client/server model dynamics. The gradual shift in
importance from how powerful the client hardware is to
how powerful the server hardware is.

e Multi-faceted worlds within worlds. This is typical of MOOs
and other builder-centric codebases (such as the book's
"Otherland”).

86 Tad Williams, City of Golden Shadow. New York, DAW books, 1998.
87 Four paperbacks weighing a total of 850g—about a pound each. I told you
it was impressive!
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e Inter-world object mapping, so that taking an object from
one sub-world to another replaces it with a functional
equivalent (an analogue). This is indeed how designers
intend to handle transfers of objects and characters between
virtual worlds.

e DPlayer attitudes to gender-presentation betrayal. When
people say they're something they aren't and get in too deep.

e Understanding of immersion (the sense of being “in"” a
virtual world). Cyberpunk mistook visualization for
immersion: The two are not the same.

e Virtual worlds modeled on the real world. If what you see
looks and behaves like reality, you feel you're “there” more
than if it looks and behaves like a gridwork of platonic solids.

¢ Recognizing that people have expectations of degrees of
reality within the virtual world. Fulfilling these expectations
leads to increased immersion and denying it leads to
decreased immersion. People don't want worlds to have
anthropomorphic content merely because they feel more
comfortable in them that way.

e The difficulty of distinguishing between computer-
generated characters in the virtual world and ones under the
control of human beings, and (more importantly) the
consequences of not being able to tell. People have already
been fooled into believing that virtual players are real ones
for extended periods; many more will undoubtedly follow.

Of course, the series also gets some things wrong of its own
account. The attitude that characters (in the first book) have to
persona death, for example, is at odds with how people in the
real world tend feel on the subject (real people are far less stoic).
On the whole, though, it offers much for virtual world designers
to ponder. Besides, no designer could possibly criticize a book
that names a virtual mall after LambdaMOO and has the
opening line:
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It started in mud, as many things do®8.

Film and Television

Most original fictional ideas appear in magazine, comic, or book
form first, because these are far less expensive to produce than
movies or TV series (or even stage plays). Many of the top-
grossing movies, year after year, are based on stories or
characters that first appeared in print.

Unsurprisingly, the influence of film and television on virtual
worlds falls into the same categories as does that of books and
comics:

e Direct. Star Wars Galaxies is set in the Star Wars® universe.
There are textual virtual worlds based on Buffy the Vampire
Slayer?°, The Lion King?, Battlestar Galactica?? and Tron?3—
to name but a few.

e Partial. There are virtual worlds derived from the concept
behind A Bug's Life?4. Toontown? is a graphical world set in
the Disney cartoon universe.

88 I asked Tad Williams, and he confirmed that this really is a sly reference to
MUD (that is, MUD1). Is that groovy or what?

89 George Lucas (writer and director), Star Wars. USA, 20th Century Fox, 1977.
9 Joss Whedon, Buffy the Vampire Slayer. USA, WB network, 1997.

9 Irene Mecchi, Jonathan Roberts, and Linda Woolverton (writers) and Roger
Allers and Rob Minkoff (directors), The Lion King. USA, Walt Disney Pictures,
1994.

92 Donald P. Bellisario, Battlestar Galactica. USA, ABC network, 1978.

9 Steven Lisberger (writer and director) and Bonnie Macbird (writer), Tron.
USA, Walt Disney Pictures, 1982.

9 John Lasseter and Andrew Stanton (writers and directors) and Joe Ranft
(writer), A Bug's Life. USA, Walt Disney Pictures, 1998.

95 http://www.toontown.com
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e Indirect. The original Sailor Moon% comic books were
concordantly made into an animated series, which in turn
was implemented as a virtual world (indeed, several of
them).

e Meta. The Truman Show?” says much about virtual world
design, of narrative, and of the nature of reality.

Because of the crossovers between the media, the treatment of
virtual worlds in film and television has paralleled that of
novels, from the theme park beginnings of Michael Crichton's
Westworld® to the neural implants of the Wachowski brothers'’
The Matrix?. Superficially, then, it appears as if books and
movies will always tend to explore the same themes. This is not,
however, necessarily the case.

It is the nature of books to tell and films to show. Thus,
Westworld showed damaged robots being repaired for re-
insertion into the virtual world (identifying what later came to
be known as spawning), whereas Dream Park told what it was
like to play (presaging the “it's just a game” arguments that still
surface today).

By showing, a movie or TV series can present a situation in a
direct manner, whereas a book (or even a comic) would take
time to tell the same thing. If you see an image on a screen, it
can convey in an instant what might take a minute to read.
There are limitations on what can be shown, though, that don't

9 Naoko Takeuchi, Bishoujo Senshi Sailor Moon. Tokyo, Nakayoshi, Kodansha,
February 1992.

97 Andrew Niccol (writer) and Peter Weir (director), The Truman Show. USA,
Paramount Pictures, 1998.

9% Michael Crichton (writer and director), Westworld. USA, Metro-Goldwyn-
Mayer, 1973.

99 Andy Wachowski and Larry Wachowski (writers and directors), The Matrix.
USA, Warner Brothers, 1999.
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apply to what can be told (you can't really “show” thoughts, for
example, just the consequences of people having had them).
Books are about imagination, whereas films are about sensory
experience. Films concretize what books visualize. It's not an
inconsistency of law that heavily pornographic movies are
illegal but heavily pornographic literature isn't: With films, what
you see is what you get; with books, what you get is what you
see.

For designers of virtual worlds, one of the most important
tropes from film and TV that would not work as well in print is
the holodeck from Gene Roddenberry's Star Trek: The Next
Generation’® and spin-offs (Star Trek: Deep Space Nine'* and, in
particular, Star Trek: Voyager'®?). The holodeck is a
programmable environment with which real (in the context of
the TV show) people can interact as if it were (their) reality. For
example, a character might create and then enter a simulation
of Victorian London, assuming the role of Sherlock Holmes. This
works on the screen better than it does on the page because the
world and the character’s degree of immersion in it are
immediately apparent; they require no unveiling. The situation
is at once accepted, and the episode can progress to examining
the issues it suggests. This can't happen in a book unless you're
already familiar with the concept of holodecks from the TV
show.

Holodecks, although occasionally used for serious purposes
such as testing engine designs, are primarily viewed within the
Star Trek universe as an entertainment medium. From this
perspective, the main lessons to be learned from holodecks are

19 Gene Roddenberry, Star Trek: The Next Generation. USA, Paramount, 1987.
19! Rick Berman and Michael Piller, Star Trek: Deep Space Nine. USA,
Paramount, 1993.

192 Rick Berman, Jeri Taylor, and Michael Piller, Star Trek: Voyager. USA,
Paramount, 1995.
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e They allow characters to express sides of themselves that
they may not be able to do in reality'3. One captain may
play a low-life film noir detective; another, a romantic
lead. The holodeck is a liberating, albeit temporary,
release from reality.

e They distinguish between undirected and directed
environments. A representation of a bar where
characters can go to hang out would be an example of the
former; an interactive "holonovel” to prevent a 1930s-
style evil emperor from ruling the galaxy (while rescuing
a feisty princess) would be an example of the latter.

e Creating virtual environments is in itself a fun activity.

e The representation of a living person without their
permission is rude, but not forbidden. This is just as well,
given that they always find out.

e They are a magnet for alien life forms unable to
distinguish between the false reality presented by the
holodeck and the true reality in which the holodeck
exists. It's a metaphor for people who believe everything
they see on TV'°4,

e They malfunction to the extent that they pose a greater
threat to the health of crewmembers than a direct hit
from a photon torpedo to the ship’s hull with all shields
down. This is as a consequence of Star Trek itself being
subject to the same laws of drama that it imposes on its
holonovels.

Many of the virtual worlds that exist today are, in some ways,
more mature than Star Trek's vision of the future; this is
particularly the case with regards to the social norms that have
evolved through their use. However, where the concept of the

193 "Reality” here is in the context of the Star Trek universe, not ours.
194 Or read in books, such as this one.
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holodeck is most useful is in thought experiments: Were
holodecks to exist, what new areas of narrative, performance,
and self-awareness would they enable? Are these desirable or
undesirable consequences? Could these new areas already
exist—or be made to exist— in some form, using the
technology of today?

The difference between showing and telling is not the only one
between books and movies. Equally important is that, in
general, movies will get more exposure (and will therefore be
more influential) than books. This means they will provide a
greater cultural touchstone. Few people have read Philip K.
Dick's short story We Can Remember It for You Wholesale'®3, but
the movie it inspired, Total Recall*®®, grossed $119,394,839 in the
United States alone in 1990'%7. The movie might cause virtual
world designers to consider how to stop player involvement
derailing prewritten plot lines; the short story won't, simply
because few—if any—designers have read it.

In the same way that some worlds work better as books than on
the screen (for example, C. S. Lewis's Chronicles of Narnia'°®
series) and some work better as movies than in print (for
example, George Miller and James McCausland's Mad Max'®?
series), some virtual worlds work better in text than in graphics
and vice versa. The reasons for this are explained in Chapter 4,
but for now it's enough simply to note the fact because it leads

195 Philip K. Dick, We Can Remember It for You Wholesale. New York, The
Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Mercury Press, April 1966.

106 Ronald Shusett & Dan O'Bannon and Gary Goldman (writers) and Paul
Verhoeven (director), Total Recall. USA, TriStar, 1990.

197 Source: http://www.boxofficemojo.com/y90.html

108 C, S. Lewis, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. London, Geoffrey Bles,
1950.

199 George Miller (writer and director) and James McCausland (writer), Mad
Max. Australia, American International Pictures, 1979.
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to an interesting analogy (that most readers will doubtless have
figured out already).

Basically, it can be constructive to regard textual virtual worlds
as being like books, and graphical ones as being like movies.
Books and textual worlds are cheap to create, more amenable to
risk-taking, and they talk to the imagination; movies and
graphical worlds are highly expensive productions, less inclined
to experiment, and they talk to the senses. Similarly, few textual
virtual worlds have the same profile as graphical ones, so when
people see that Star Wars Galaxies has a hairdressing skill and
think it's cool, they won't necessarily know that text-based
games like Castle Marrach have had the same thing for years.
They just think Star Wars Galaxies is better than EverQuest.

So it goes.

Books and movies, well known and respected art forms that
they are, nevertheless rarely contain practical information that
virtual world designers can actually use. They can suggest
genres, directions, issues, problems, and (occasionally) solutions,
but not in any great detail. It's like using a Canaletto painting of
Venice as source material for a novel set in the city in 1740: You
may get a great sense of La Serenissima's atmospheric grandeur,
and may in time be able to construct an impression of what
everyday life there might have been like, what challenges the
people faced; on the whole, though, a resident's diary would be
far more useful for your purposes.

So is there an equivalent to the resident’s diary for virtual world
designers, for those times when realism is preferred to

idealism?

Yes, there is: role-playing games.
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Role-Playing Games

Role-playing games (RPGs) have always had an important
influence on virtual worlds.

Role-playing is basically acting, and therefore has its roots in
ancient history. It has many uses beyond theatrical expression
(for example in psychology, education, and training), but it
wasn't until the 1973 arrival of E. Gary Gygax and Dave
Arneson's Dungeons & Dragons (D&D)"° that the concept of role-
playing games finally crystallized. Dungeons & Dragons was a
fusion of traditional tabletop wargames and interactive
storytelling, in which one player (the referee, later to be known
as the Dungeon Master/Mistress (DM) or Games
Master/Mistress (GM)) designed an imaginary world into which
a number of players would go. The referee would describe what
the players could see, hear, feel, and so on, and the players would
explain what they (or, more correctly, their characters) would
do. The referee would then roll a few dice to determine the
consequences of these actions in the context of the imaginary
world, which would in turn cause the players to try new actions,
and so on. Virtual worlds are very close to tabletop RPGs except
they have computerized referees.

Being games, RPGs need rules. Because the referee has to
construct the imaginary world, these rules do not only describe
how to play the game but how to create a game world—which
may entail writing new, world-specific rules. Thus, these are
actually rule systems. Although referees can and do create vast
campaigns (as these worlds, or partial worlds, are known), it
takes a lot of time to do so. For this reason, referees may use
rule sets that have been adapted for their chosen genre
(imperial Rome, horror, far future, wild west, whatever) and use

10 E. Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, Dungeons & Dragons. Lake Geneva W1,
Tactical Studies Rules, 1973.
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these as a starting point. Others will acquire predefined
modules, often written by professional games designers, which
define a self-contained sub-world. These sub-worlds have
explicit goals for the players and solution paths appropriate to
the players' characters' abilities.

Some of the genre-specific information researched for these
games can save valuable time for the designers of those virtual
worlds that are set in the same place or period (which, as
tabletop role-playing games tend to draw on the same fictional
and historical influences as virtual worlds, is often the case).
Indeed, the information they provide can be so well organized,
accurate, and complete that it can benefit people not remotely
interested in role-playing games or virtual worlds. Anyone
wanting to write about, say, the golden age of piracy, should
seriously consider buying a specialist rule set for that genre as a
starting point™.

Virtual worlds can therefore benefit from tabletop RPGs in four
important areas:

e The basic rules of the game.

e The rules for creating an imaginary world.
e Rule sets for particular genres.

e Modules for actual game experiences.

It is no coincidence that this reflects well the driver/mudlib/
world model/instantiation breakdown of virtual world codebase
architecture; the two systems really do have a lot in common.
They even have branches at some of the same points: Steve

" Where else are you going to find out how many knots a 300-ton pinnace
beating a 5-knot wind could make?



Introduction to Virtual Worlds

Jackson's GURPS™ system, for example, is LPMUD-like in that it
provides common gaming and creation rules for different
environments (feudal Japan, swashbucklers, time travel, you
name it), whereas Kevin Siembieda'’s Rifts"3 system is more
MUSH-like in that it ties multiple sub-worlds into a single
coherent whole.

Virtual worlds borrow from RPGs at all levels. MUD1's level
system came from D&D, as a neat way to give players
intermediate goals. The DikuMUD codebase draws heavily on
first edition Advanced Dungeons & Dragons (AD&D) and
Bioware's reincarnated NeverWinter Nights implements the 34
edition AD&D rules very faithfully indeed. There are textual
worlds set in environments designed for role-playing games,
such as Mark Rein Hagen's Vampire: The Masquerade™4. There
are even virtual worlds based on specific game modules, for
example city campaigns for Ed Greenwood's Forgotten Realmss.

Although pencil-and-paper role-playing games can be used as a
means to "dry run” virtual worlds, it is a mistake to believe that
everything in the one is always transferable to the other. The
two may be similar, but they are not identical; where they differ,
the differences are profound.

The human referees of role-playing games have an intelligence
that the computer referees of virtual worlds do not. They can
create new content immediately, and are responsive to the
needs of their players. What they lack, however, is speed,

12 Steve Jackson: GURPS: Generic Universal RolePlaying System. Austin, TX,
Steve Jackson Games, 1986.

13 Kevin Siembieda, Rifts. Taylor MI, Palladium Books, 1990.

"4 Mark Rein Hagen, Vampire: the Masquerade. Stone Mountain GA, White
Wolf Games Studio, 1991.

15 See http://www.cc.jyu.fi/~tojan/fore/forefag.htm for the Forgotten Realms
story.
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memory, and bandwidth. A human-moderated world may be
more vivid than a computer-moderated one (because its level of
detail can be tailored to the moment), but it doesn't work the
same way as the real one and is thus ultimately less
convincing™®.

What's more, players of a human-moderated world can exert
out-of-context influence over the referee and each other. If a
squid picks up a sword and starts fighting with it, a player
might say to a human referee, "Hey, squids can't do that!” The
referee can reply appropriately to the situation. For example: "If
you check the manual, page 54.." (correcting a misconception);
“this one can” (mild hint); “perhaps it only looks like a squid?”
(stronger hint); “some swords can control their wielders, you
know" (misdirection); “you're right, its balance would be all
wrong” (recognition of mistake); “you spot a thin wire attached
to the sword” (taking the objection as an implicit command for
the character to look closer).

If a squid picks up a sword in a computer-moderated world,
well, the squid picks up the sword. The virtual world is as
inviolate as the real one: Waving your fist at rain clouds while
asking your deity of preference what you've done to deserve a
soaking may make you feel better, but on the whole you're not
going to get an apology"’.

16 Computer-moderated worlds don't work the same way either, of course,
but they act enough like the real world to merit the term "virtual.” Note that
this is to do with how a computer-moderated world handles multiple events
in parallel in (near) real time, rather than the differences between speech,
text, and graphics.

"7 Some heavily role-playing virtual worlds may be flexible enough to do this,
and ones with strongly-managed storyline events (for example, Achaea) can
do it too. It basically depends on whether there's an administrator on hand
able to address the issue there and then; in this case, there effectively is a
deity for you to wave your fist at!
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So what developments in human-moderated worlds don't
transfer to computer-moderated (that is, virtual) worlds?

Anything subjective. Alignment does not travel well, because
a computer can't quantify the concepts involved. Can a
"good” character attack a player who boasts of being a thief?
What if they've seen the character steal something? What if
the theft was of an object that had itself been stolen from the
thief? What if the thief originally bought the object from a
fence, who got it from another thief? Human beings can
make value judgments, but computers are hopeless at it.
Anything individualistic. Most modern role-playing games are
classless and skills-based. They let players decide the
directions in which to advance their characters. Most virtual
worlds have classes, races, and guilds to coerce players to
band together. This helps players who don't know each other
in real life to bond; it also serves as a means to introduce
goals into player activities. It promotes role-playing*?.

Not everything theoretical. Although the general principles of
world design and role-playing have been analyzed over the
years, and a good deal of what has been discovered is indeed
applicable to virtual worlds, not all of it is. The danger here is
that the studious virtual world designer will miss the
boundary and go too far (for example, in creating believable
non-player characters) or emphasize the wrong thing (for
example, plotting over atmosphere).

Anything meta-interactive. Players can interact with a virtual
world"?, but they can't do so beyond its context. Builders can
breach the context, but they can only act on the virtual

18 Actually, it doesn't. The heaviest role-playing virtual worlds (MUCKs,
MUSHes) have fewer constraints on characters, not more. This is a pet peeve
of mine, which will become more evident when I harp on about it in Chapter

3.

19 Players for whom this is their defining activity are called “explorers.” See
Chapter 3.
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world, they can't enter any kind of dialogue with it. Players of
diceless role-playing games like Erick Wujcik's Amber™?°, on
the other hand, interact with the referee (that is, the world)
the entire time.

So long as these distinctions are not important to the rule
system, a transfer is possible. Gary Gygax's RPG Lejendary
Adventure is now being developed as a virtual world™. It is
possible.

Transfers (and non-transfers) of expertise in the opposite
direction, while perhaps important for the designers of role-
playing games, are of little consequence for the designers of
virtual worlds; they are therefore not considered here, except to
note that there is a significant overlap between the "hard core”
virtual world players, the players of single-player role-playing
games such as Bioware's Baldur's Gate, and the players of pencil-
and-paper role-playing games*.

It should be mentioned that there is a third option for role-
playing that calls on neither computers nor human beings to
moderate the world. This is live-action role-playing (LARP), where
people use the real world to model a fantasy world'?3. In
Dungeons & Dragons, you roll dice to see if your arrow hits an
enemy; in Dark Age of Camelot, the computer calculates the
odds; in a LARP, the flight of the (safety-tipped) arrow through
the air is the only measure of success. Things the game wants to
have that the real world doesn't are represented by symbols. For
example, casting magic spells might be represented by

120 Erick Wujcik, Amber Diceless Role-Playing. Detroit, Phage Press, 1992.

12! http://di.gamepoint.net/lejendary/en/

22 Newt Forager, a secondary character in Jolly R. Blackburn's Knights of the
Dinner Table comic book series, got into role-playing games from playing
MUDs. Aren't you glad that you read all these footnotes?

123 In practice, there are human referees too, but they're not essential.
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throwing flour or birdseed at the target, or by passing a small
token.

The influence of LARP on the design of virtual worlds has not
been great, mainly because of the relatively small numbers of
people involved. This is a shame, as there are many different
LARP systems of potential interest to virtual world designers,
offering practical illustrations that ground the mere speculation
of, say, Dream Park. Virtual world designers are, on the whole,
aware of LARP, but not appraised of it. They're consequently
more likely to talk to actors rather than LARPers when they
have their next brilliant idea to pay people to spend eight hours
a day in character while role-playing personalities in their
worlds. This is another shame.

Why isn't LARP more popular? Practical matters of organization
aside, the main problem is that content in LARP is thinner and
more expensive than in tabletop role-playing games or virtual
worlds. If the referee of a tabletop game creates a village near a
mine, it doesn't matter if the adventurers never visit it—the
content can be used elsewhere, the next time a generic village is
needed. For a virtual world, it matters only slightly less; players
may not visit the village very often or for the reasons the
designer intended, but they will nevertheless visit it in time. In a
LARP, if the adventurers don't make an appearance it means
several people have been sitting around in villager costume for
an entire afternoon to no avail; for this reason, LARPs' gameplay
is often more collect-the-plot-piece oriented than their cousins’,
with most of the fun coming from the deep role-playing
involved rather than the adventuring. While role-playing to this
degree is great fun for many people'?4, it can be very hard to get

24 Although it's not strictly LARP, I've seen re-creations of English Civil War
battles that involved several thousand people (excluding ambulance staff).
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into, particularly if you're shy or retiring (that is, actually likely
to be good at role-playing).

One thing that these real world- and human-moderated worlds
do show is that the role-playing experience can transcend any
preconceptions of something being “only” a game. Role-playing
is routinely used for non-game purposes, and appeals to people
who would not (nor would they wish to) consider themselves as
gamers. It's even used as a game by people who don't see
themselves as gamers—How to Host a Murder is basically a
mini-LARP. Many of the people who visit EverQuest, Ultima
Online, and Star Wars Galaxies do not believe themselves to be
gamers at all (which is only fair, given that they aren't).

Other Influences

The design of virtual worlds is influenced by printed works, film,
television, and role-playing games. Individual worlds may draw
from other fields, too; for example, there are text MUDs set in
console game worlds like that of Hironobu Sakaguchi's Final
Fantasy series, and there are scripting languages based on those
used for military simulations. Anything requiring imagination
can potentially be of value: These genuinely are “imaginary”
worlds.

However, external factors are not the only ones at work here.

The greatest influence on the design of virtual worlds is (for
better or for worse) the player base. Thus, anything that can
influence existing or prospective players is itself an influence on
the design of the virtual worlds they elect to play.

Some of this influence falls into the domain of marketing, which
from the point of view of a designer can be viewed as a single
pressure that is a convenient abstraction of the many other
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pressures the designer really, really doesn't want to know about.
Further influence comes from customer service, which affects
game designers more (in that they have to plan for it in their
design), but again it can be viewed as a single pressure that is
the summation of many other pressures off the designer's radar.

The remaining sources of influence are more direct, and should
be consulted regularly:

e Competitors. Virtual worlds evolve by trying new ideas, yes,
but also by taking ideas that work from other virtual worlds
and by discarding ideas that have been shown to fail. Every
virtual world has some innovation, and they shouldn't be
ignored simply because they weren't written by you or they
use a different genre.

e Opinion-forming publications. Reviews are important, as are
regular columns: After all, even if a columnist were
unilaterally to refer to virtual worlds as "MMO*s", sooner or
later players would show up calling them MMO*s. However,
a magazine's editorial policy matters the most, as it sets the
tone for the articles. Computer Gaming World treats virtual
worlds in a different manner than Wired, even though both
are admirably responsible about the subject. Readers of one
will get a different impression of virtual worlds than readers
of the other.

e Opinion-forming players. Players listen to each other, whether
it's in the virtual world, in an online forum, or at a rant site.
Surprisingly for designers, not every word uttered by
players is patent nonsense; surprisingly for marketers and
customer service people, not every word uttered by players
is blindingly insightful. Players can swirl into a great
maelstrom of creativity, but few of them truly understand
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game design'S. This is a theme that surfaces time and time
again when considering the design of virtual worlds.

Designers should not delude themselves that they can
manipulate any of the above. Your fellow designers will usually
be only too happy to explain to you those advances of which
they're particularly proud (it's not like these things can be kept
secret once beta-testing begins), but they won't change their
minds on your say-so. Similarly, although those journalists that
your marketers allow you to speak to may seem wide-eyed and
gullible, that doesn't mean they really are. As for manipulating
players, the customer service departments of some virtual
worlds prohibit designers from even speaking to them, so
disastrous can the consequences be if they do!

These are sources that can influence designers; the only way to
influence them in return is through the designed virtual worlds.

The Designer

The role of virtual world designer is fraught with paradoxes.
You have to be imaginative yet realistic; deep-thinking yet
practical; surprising yet dependable; an individual yet part of a
team; a doer yet a listener. You have to know a lot about some
things and at least a little about everything else.

This chapter has presented the context. If you didn't already,
you should now know where virtual worlds are, how they got to
be that way, and where they seem to be headed. Whether they
actually do go in that direction is another matter. It all depends
on people like you.

125 Those who have read this book, of course, will be able to claim otherwise.
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Subsequent chapters of this book lay out the choices before you,
but only you can decide which to make.

The options suggested are only that, options. If you look at them
and think, "they wouldn't work in my virtual world,” you could
well be right; that isn't to say they wouldn't work in someone
else's, though. Players are often quick to go to the specific when
they should be staying at the general. “You can't have
permanent death in EverQuest!” Well, of course not—EverQuest
was designed not to have permanent death in it; adding the
concept would be as misguided as placing a learn-to-play-golf
feature in a Saturday night chat show. It doesn't fit the format.
In an afternoon sports magazine, hey, it might work. In a new
series targeted at the recently retired, it would make perfect
sense.

You can taste ideas to see if you like them, but you don't have to

swallow them whole. Besides, even if they're your favorites, they
might not go together. Italian cuisine does not call for pistachio

ice cream to be added to spaghetti bolognaise.

Question the paradigms, avoid stagnation. You have to
understand a system before you can challenge it, but that doesn't
mean you have to accept it. Just because you see a list of ideas
here, that doesn't mean it's exhaustive. The virtual worlds
people remember are the ones that are different, not the ones
that are the same.

After the success of the Harry Potter series, children's book
publishers went all out to find the next Harry Potter. Everyone
likes plucky, magic-wielding youngsters! Well, up to a point:
What they actually like is Harry Potter. Whatever the next big
children’s publishing sensation turns out to be, about the only
thing you can say about it is that it won't look like Harry Potter.
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Those companies writing virtual worlds that are EverQuest
clones are scrapping for crumbs from the high table.

Read, assimilate, understand. Then think for yourself.
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Chapter 2

How to Make Virtual
Worlds

Virtual worlds are implemented using complicated pieces of
software, but, contrary to what many developers would like to
believe, they are by no means the most sophisticated programs
in existence. Modern operating systems comfortably beat them,
and they're dwarfed by major projects, such as air traffic control
networks. When you read the following, therefore, remember
that it could all be much, much worse.

This book is written from the perspective of a virtual world
designer. The fun part of design is the creativity; the boring part
is what you have to learn to inform the creative process. It's not
surprising that many designers therefore omit this step. This is
a Bad Thing. It is not enough to have played or even coded other
virtual worlds; to do a good job, you have to understand how
they work. For example, a college student putting together a
textual virtual world might try out different codebases to see
which is the most appropriate. Well yes, that sounds only
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sensible. However, it would be like someone who knows how to
drive taking a selection of cars for a spin before deciding which
to use as the basis for designing a car of their own. There is
more to designing cars than finding something that suits your
driving style; there is more to designing virtual worlds than
finding something that suits your playing style. Before you can
make a start you need to be aware of how virtual worlds
function, what the components are, how they fit together, what
can go wrong, and a whole host of other things.

A student building a virtual world from a kit has the excuse that
in doing so they might actually learn some of the important
design principles involved. The student’s next world will
consequently be much improved. Professional virtual world
designers can fall back on no such justification. There are some
things that they simply ought to know beforehand, whether or
not they want to.

It's this background knowledge that this chapter is intended to
impart.

Development

Design is just one part of creating a virtual world. Designers like
to think it's the most important part, but is it?

e Designers have wild, airy-fairy imaginings.
Programmers do the actual work of building the virtual
world.

Artists are the magicians who imbue it with form.
Sound engineers determine the moods and emotions.
Operations staff are the engineers who keep it running.
Producers provide the resources.
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Anyone can have wild imaginings. Only people with specialist
skills can program, or draw, or compose, or run networks, or
manage a project. Why are designers so important?

Because, if a designer screws up, the consequences for the
virtual world can be devastating.

A piece of code that doesn't work may be hard to track down,
but once discovered it's usually easy to correct. An odd-looking
yet crucial texture may need to be painstakingly redrawn, but
it's still only a single bitmap. However, if a designer makes a
seemingly minor misjudgment, the effects could be so pervasive
that they might paralyze a world for weeks.

If you find that hard to believe, consider a virtual world in which
non-player shopkeepers sell goods at fixed prices. What happens
if there is inflation in this virtual economy? Pretty soon, you can
have whatever you want for peanuts. What happens if there's
deflation? Even trivial items cost so much that only the very
rich can afford them. What factors affect inflation/deflation? Oh,
just about all of them—in hideously intertwined ways as
determined by the actions of the designer.

Broken economies are not pretty. At one point, Asheron'’s Call's
currency became so worthless that players had to barter if they
wanted to acquire goods from one another. This went on for
months before it was finally brought under control; the debacle
cost AC dearly.

So, that's why design is the most important thing about
creating virtual worlds—it has the highest price of failure.

The Team

Design might be the most important cog in the machine that
creates virtual worlds, but that isn't to say the other
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components are unimportant. Some are absolutely critical: If a
server crashes, for example, every minute it stays down will be
paid for in cancelled accounts. Designers have to know about
these things, so they can account for them in their virtual world
design.

Designers should have not only a realistic idea of their own
place in the system, but also a sound knowledge of the roles of
the other people involved in the creation process. Composers
don't have to know how to play every instrument in an
orchestra, but it's essential that they know how all the
instruments sound; designers can't be expected to know how
programmers or artists do what they do, but they must be
aware of any limitations. If you want every wall of your virtual
palace to have a stunning, original fresco on it, you can think
again.

To create a virtual world is creating a piece of software. That's
not all it is, of course— it's creating a community, a service, a

place—but these count for little if there isn't an engine to run
the world.

A typical software engineering company is organized along
functional lines that cover the following areas:

e Company leadership

e Sales and marketing

e Finance and accounting

e Software development, support, and quality assurance
(QA)

e Operations and information technology (IT)

e Human resources (HR)

Some of these may be split into separate sections, for example
sales might be distinct from marketing; on the whole, though,
the preceding list is fairly uncontentious. Note that normally
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there is no specific group responsible solely for product
specification; the task falls to whoever sources the software,
which in many cases could well be the customer.

A typical computer games development company is organized
in much the same way, but with some games-specific
differences:

e An art and animation section is added.

e An audio (music, sound effects) section is added (unless
outsourced).

¢ QA isexpanded, and is formally separated from actual
software development.

e A (usually small) design group is added; its members will be
paid less, but get more fan kudos, than their coworkers.

For developers of massively multiplayer, graphical virtual
worlds, the games development model is used except:

e The design group is expanded.

e The operations group (which maintains and supports the
hardware on which the system will run) is expanded.

e The support group (which deals with players, both inside
and outside the virtual world) is greatly expanded, and is
formally separated from actual software development. It will
usually reabsorb the QA section.

The company leadership, HR, IT, and finance/accounting people
only occasionally bother designers. Designers have a dialogue
with sales/marketing that may be in balance or lopsided (“This
is the kind of world we want you to design” versus "This is the
kind of world we want you to sell™?).

! Marketing people consider themselves to have expert knowledge of what
players like and dislike. They may indeed have this knowledge. The friction
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Designers tell the operations, artwork, and audio experts what
needs to be done, but generally leave them to it. Designers
interact mostly with:

e The programmers (because designers are never specific
enough about what they want, except when they're so
enthusiastic that they try to tell the programmers how to
program?).

e QA (because testers spot more design flaws than they do
programming bugs and operations problems).

e Support (because players spot more design flaws than
QA people).

e Each other (because although this book keeps referring
to “the designer” of a virtual world, there's usually a
design team, led by a lead designer).

When work on a new virtual world begins, a core team is
assembled. For a small world, this could be a single individual
performing multiple tasks; indeed, it might never get any
bigger. For a large-scale world, though, it is merely the nucleus
about which a

full-blown development effort will form. A core team consists of

the:

e Producer

e Lead designer

e Lead programmer(s) (server, client)

e Lead artist(s) (environment, inhabitants/characters)

comes from when they try to tell designers what features should be
added/removed/changed to exploit the virtual world.

% It's particularly important that programmers don't feel that they can ad lib
features of their own.
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There may be two lead programmers because client
programming is something best done by people with a
background in computer games development, and server
programming is best done by people with a background in
software engineering. Programming is becoming a
progressively more specialized field, and programmers expert in
one area may need training to work in another.

There may be two lead artists because of the sheer quantity of
artwork involved in a graphical virtual world (albeit not when
development first starts). Strictly speaking, the "environment
artist” is in charge of the concept art—defining the look of the
virtual world. The “characters artist” is in charge of the
technical side—interfacing with the programmers. Because this
usually comes down to issues of animation, character artists
wind up being responsible for characters.

Increasingly, operations and customer service leads are being
brought in to the core team, but because their work cannot
begin until some time into the development process it's unusual
if this occurs in a start-up company.

The Development Process

There are many steps to the development of a virtual world. For
smaller worlds with fewer players and different functionality,
some steps can be skipped or done in tandem with other steps.
To highlight every aspect of the process, however, the
description in this chapter is for a large, graphical world.
Luckily, designers don't need to know every detail of this—
that's the job of the producer—but they do need to have an idea
of how it breaks down. Therefore, you'll be relieved to learn that
only an overview will be presented here, rather than a how-to
guide. If you want to find out more (and to understand why it is
that producers are paid twice as much as designers), consult
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Developing Online Games: An Insider’s Guide? by Bridgette
Patrovsky and Jessica Mulligan (for virtual worlds) or Game
Architecture and Design® by Andrew Rollings and Dave Morris
(for games in general).

The development of online games has four distinct phases:

e Pre-production
e Production

e Rollout

e Operation

Let's look at these in turn.

Pre-Production

Pre-production can last as long as six months. The aim is to do all
the concept evaluation and project planning necessary to reduce
risk in the later stages of development. It's undertaken by
members of the core team, in close consultation with one
another. In many ways, it's the most exciting part of the project,
but it's usually done under time pressure with inadequate
resources available, which rather dulls the edge. In particular, a
number of important deliverables will have been prepared by
the end, all of which will almost certainly have needed more
work on them than they actually received.

These deliverables are

e Avisualization document. This is produced first, by the lead
designer. Although only a few pages long, it sets the tone for

3 Bridgette Patrovsky and Jessica Mulligan: Developing Online Games: An
Insider’'s Guide. Indianapolis, New Riders Publishing, 2003.

4 Andrew Rollings and Dave Morris: Game Architecture and Design.
Scottsdale AZ, Coriolis, 2000.
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the entire endeavor, asserting the project’s mission statement,
its philosophy, its goals, its main features, and its look and feel.
A design document. Because the designer(s) creates this, I
spend much of Chapters 3 through 5 of this book addressing
the kind of material that goes into it. For the moment, though,
suffice to say it defines things such as the world's background,
its architecture, its mechanics (including gameplay), its
control mechanisms (how players interact with it), and its
integral community support systemss. Specifics will be added
constantly as development continues.

A technical design review, assessing hardware and software
requirements. What technologies are needed? What tools
(both bespoke and middleware)? The technical design review is
often folded into the design document.

An art bible, describing the stylistic conventions to be used
along with examples illustrating the range of material
required. This is so that artists can produce work that is
consistent with a single overall look®.

A production management assessment, which uses the other
deliverables to gauge the project’'s demands. It will include a
schedule (with milestones), resource requirement details and
some risk assessment. The schedule will be continually
updated in the light of how things actually proceed, as opposed
to how they're supposed to proceed.

Prototypes to provide proof of concept and to show that
potential technical difficulties can be overcome.

Pre-production is primarily a planning phase, therefore the
construction of (limited) prototypes might seem to be out of

5 In other words, it looks a lot like the strategy guide that will be sold when
the product ships, except with the most boring parts removed.

& The artwork bible is often built up incrementally (and even informally)
during the production phase, as it isn't always needed this early. This state of
affairs isn't likely to last for much longer, though.

117



118 Chapter2

place. Prototypes are necessary partly for commercial
reasons—they demonstrate to investors that the team can
produce the goods—but they also benefit the team itself.

They ensure standards for design, programming, and art have
been set, and that source control works. They show that the
basic principles will work, and (hopefully) can be integrated. For
companies that produce a steady stream of material for
different projects, assembly line style, the basic pathways for
communicating with the various production centers also will
have been tested.

The technical design review addresses basic issues, such as how
the server code will be modularized, what network transport
layer protocols will be used (TCP/IP versus UDP), how
background content will be trickled to clients, and how multiple
access options will be incorporated (PC/console, web browser,
mobile phone). Additionally, it has to consider topics not
directly related to the virtual world at all, primarily back-end
systems for login, billing, and so on. The necessary software
development tools (including ones for system testing and
debugging) must be acquired at this stage, in addition to as
many pieces of middleware as are suitable. In particular, even
with the typically huge license fees involved, it is usually more
cost-effective for a company to buy a database, 3D engine, and
billing system than to write its own from first principles’.

Whether or not you can acquire useful middleware for world
creation and Al scripting is project-dependent, however,
because it requires great flexibility. Developers usually like to
have their own tame programmers available to make any

7 Programmers may resist using a third-party graphics engine, because
every programmer who ever worked in the field thinks they can do it better
than what's already out there. Strangely, this self-belief rarely extends to the
less fun domains of databases and billing systems.
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necessary changes expediently, rather than having to rely on
someone else's people to do so at short notice.

The production management assessment covers a wider brief
than its name might suggest. The term comes from the
computer games industry, where typical products don't need a
great deal of support after they hit the stores. Computer games
management assessment therefore only needs to cover
production. Virtual worlds (whether or not games) do, however,
need to be managed after launch—immensely so! The
production management assessment for them must also extend
through the rollout and into the operation phase. This means it
has to consider things such as quality assurance, live team
management, community maintenance, content creation, and
patching. It's also the place where the battle with the Marketing
department starts over the handling of the product's launch.

Production

The production phase®, which lasts between two and three years?®
for a large, commercial virtual world, is when the bulk of the
programming and data creation takes place. Code must be
produced for the client, the server, and for tools. It all has to be
done in order, according to a production schedule'® set by the
producer. Tools are usually written first, because other
activities are dependent on them and because some of the code
can usually be re-used for the server or client. Tools are
required for things such as world generation, artificial
intelligence (Al) scripting, and customer service support.

It's also a good idea to build some analysis tools, too, so that
once the world is running it will be possible to determine what

8 Also known as the implementation phase.
9 Or less, if the investment money runs out.
19 Or pipeline.
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the players, the software, and the hardware are doing without
having to ask.

The amount of server-side code needed depends on the chosen
architecture. It includes driver functionality at the level of LAN
networking (to connect the server to its peers) and
communications modules (to connect the server cluster to the
Internet). It usually includes a mudlib layer, to support the
world physics and Al system. Whether it includes a world model
layer depends on what the scripting tools produce. If it is to run
in multiple incarnations, it will not include any instantiation-
specific detail (it would be too hard to make general updates
otherwise).

The client-side code will be the home of a major 3D engine plus
support for music and audio effects. Communications protocols
to connect with the server are obviously necessary, as are
software update mechanisms for when the client needs
patching (which is an inevitability).

While the programmers are busy programming, the artists are
busy creating object models (static and animated) and texture
maps, along with other miscellaneous images (for example, for
manuals, intro movies, and web sites). The volume of artwork
required is so high that it will normally be stored in its own
database so that the artists can keep track of it all. Scalability
and maintainability issues also arise for graphics™.

The world itself is constructed using the building tools that the
programmers have created, to the specifications of the design
document. There is a fair degree of creative freedom involved in

" This is what's supposed to happen, anyway. Unfortunately, artists are often
proudly nontechnical and will look for any excuse not to use such a system.
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this activity™?, which is why specialist designers usually
undertake it rather than programmers; it's analogous to the
way that animation is generally done by artists, even though
programmers created the necessary tools.

Roll Out

Roll out is the most critical phase of development, when all the
technologies and assets created are brought together to form a
virtual world experience. It formally begins with the open beta
(test), but has its roots much earlier in the development process.

Testing takes place all the way through development, of course.
Programmers will test individual pieces of code, animators will
test animations, even designers will run data through models to
ensure that what they think will happen has a good chance of
being what will happen after players are let loose in their
handsome creation.

When enough of a virtual world is available as an integral
environment, a test server can be set up and alpha testing can
begin. This is undertaken by the designers, programmers, and
artists themselves, looking for bugs mainly in their own areas of
responsibility but also reporting anything else they discover
that seems Somehow Wrong. Around now, enlightened
developers might invite independent design consultants to take
a look, but most aren't enlightened and don't. Folks, the opinions
of knowledgeable people from outside the team who haven't
been living and breathing it for two years are worth having, and
worth paying to have. Of course, this does also assume that

> The task is known as level design in conventional games development
terminology, but there's no real industry-standard name for it in virtual
world creation. “World-building” is coming into fashion, but is somewhat
ambiguous.
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you'll listen to what they say rather than simply check the "hire
consultant” box on the production schedule then move on.

Alpha testing is also the stage at which trained customer
support staff can begin its learning process, subjecting the
virtual world to the kind of punishment that real players are
likely to mete out as they do so.

QA specialists may be brought in (externally or from elsewhere
in the company) to perform platform testing—seeing whether
the client runs on a representative variety of home computer
configurations—but they won't hang around afterward as
virtual worlds are typically much greater in scope than regular
computer games and take longer to play through. Given that
customer service representatives need to have an in-depth
knowledge of the virtual world anyway, it makes sense to
provide them with enough QA training that they can perform
this task instead, while building their playing skills.

During alpha testing, anything and everything goes as bugs are
found, fixed, and their solutions reintegrated into the whole.
Eventually, however (hopefully at a point previously scheduled
by the producer), the world is stable enough to allow people into
it who are not directly involved in the development process. In
other words, players.

Initially, only a few outsiders are allowed into the virtual world.
The first ones will be those the developers specifically ask to
play, either because they are friends'? or because they are
influential yet responsible (or sounded that way on the
community message boards). A few others will be signed up

3 Yes, developers have friends. The rationale for getting them into the beta is
that honest opinions are needed from people who can be trusted. Trusted not
to mind nepotism, this would be....
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from a general call for play-testers, so as to disguise the fact
that most of their peers get in through the back door. Thus
begins beta testing.

At this stage, it's a closed beta, because the world is invitation-
only. As stability increases, player numbers can be gradually
increased by letting in more wannabes from the general call (a
technique known as ramping). When the barriers are lifted high
enough that the testers begin acting like real players, the world
is said to be in live beta; this may or may not coincide with the
moment the world is officially opened up to all-comers for
stress-testing—that is, when it enters open beta. Because this
final stage of testing marks the point of no return, this is when
the roll out truly begins.

Usually, computer games go into beta testing as late as possible.
Virtual worlds, not really being computer games (despite what
many of their developers seem to think), go into beta testing as
early as possible. This allows for bugs and exploits to be
discovered well before paying customers can leave over them,
all the while forging strong community bonds between the beta
testers. Some of these people may even come up with decent
ideas for improvements'4.

Roll out ends after the launch, when its legacy is passed to the
marketing department (which will have had considerable
involvement in it already). Later expansion modules may have
their own rollouts, of course, as they do the other phases of
development.

To summarize, the aim of the roll out period is to launch a
virtual world with:

% They will, however, be minuscule in number compared to the vast hordes
that think they've had a brilliant idea but are sadly mistaken.
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e A seeded community
e Aprimed market

e Balance

e No bugs

All but the last of these are possible.

Operation

The operation phase' begins when people start paying to enter
the virtual world. It ends when people stop paying, or when the
resources needed to support them would be better employed
(that is, make more money) elsewhere.

During the operation phase, the original design and
development team (the dev team) typically hands over control to
a new set of developers (the live team). The rationale is that the
battle-hardened dev team can move on to other projects (say,
creating the next expansion), leaving the less experienced live
team responsible for the maintenance and long-term
improvement of the virtual world. This is not always the case,
however; Dark Age of Camelot, for example, retained its dev team
for the operation phase, rather than putting the very people
who knew the project best to work elsewhere.

So what exactly does a live team do? Its tasks include the
following:

e Customer and community support.
e Network and technical support.
e Feature development and enhancement.

'S Also known as the “commercial exploitation phase” in business school
language.
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e Maintain overall quality of gameplay in response to player
cunning.

e Keep in step with technology (for example, new platforms,
new video cards).

e Occasionally, market (the virtual world and its intellectual
properties).

The size of the development team for a commercial virtual
world varies; generally speaking, the further into the project,
the more people are involved. Although some companies may
claim that they can produce a world capable of handling
100,000 players with only a designer, a programmer, and a clip
art package, the reality is somewhat different. As a rough idea, a
year or so into the production phase there will typically be
around 30 people in the dev team split 5:10:15 for designers,
programmers, and artists/animators.

Why mention this now? Because the live team will be three to
four times larger than the dev team! It'll have similar numbers of
designers and programmers (maybe fewer artists®), but add a
hundred or more people in customer and community support.

For virtual worlds, the work only really begins at the operation
phase. Time and time again, this is something that developers
fail to understand—especially if they have long-time exposure
to the fire-and-forget approach of the regular computer games
industry. Virtual worlds, despite their origins, are not regular
computer games—or necessarily any kind of game at all (what
they are instead is discussed in Chapter 6, “It's Not a Game, It's
a..").

6 Por non-3D virtual worlds, such as Ultima Online, this could mean no
artists at all.
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On Architecture

Chapter 1, "Introduction to Virtual Worlds,"” described the way
that virtual world servers are constructed in terms of four
different layers of functionality (driver, mudlib, world model,
incarnation). This is the breakdown of most interest to
designers. However, an understanding of how the rest of the
system hangs together is required, at least at an abstract level.
That's what's discussed next.

Overall Architecture

Actual architectures differ from developer to developer, but
they can almost all be regarded as variations of a single generic
approach that emphasizes reliability, scalability, and
maintainability. Figure 2.1 illustrates this overall architecture.
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Figure 2.1 Overall architecture.

Here's how it works.

Central to the system is the user database. This is a powerful
piece of software running on its own, fast machine with lots of
storage. It contains records for all the players registered for the
virtual world. Before anyone can access content, they must first
log in; this means checking with the user database. Other parts
of the complete system (not shown in Figure 2.1) for billing,
customer service management, and patching also have access to
the user database. It's a very important, industrial-strength
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system, and is therefore usually bought in rather than
programmed in-house.

Players have a number of options for connecting to the virtual
world. The main one is to use a client from a PC (or console or
Macintosh or Linux box—the clients will all present the same
interface, so the virtual world neither knows nor cares what
operating system they're running under). Players may also
connect to the host by using a browser, but not to the same
extent as with a bespoke client; although there are text-based
virtual worlds that do have good browser-based (Java) clients,
no-one has yet been reckless enough to try the same kind of
thing for a full-blown 3D graphics-based one. Similarly, mobile
phones fall way short of being usable for actual play. However,
both browsers and phones can be used to obtain information
from a virtual world (for example, news, the virtual weather) or
to make changes to standing orders (for example, training
regimes, the prices of goods offered for sale). Phones and email
can be used to inform players of unfolding events, but they don't
usually offer the chance to participate in them.

When an incoming connection is established, it is handled by a
front end. Front ends can communicate with both their target
platform (client, browser/email, mobile phone) and the user
database. Figure 2.1 shows the various front ends as separate
entities because they're separate processes; however, in practice
they may be consolidated onto a single machine or be split
across several (for example, by real-world geography).

Individual incarnations of virtual worlds run on server clusters
(also known as shards?).

7 This term is an Ultima Online fiction to explain how come there are
multiple copies of a supposedly single world. It's as if a mirror that reflected
the world was shattered into a myriad of tiny pieces, each such shard
reflecting the original world but in a slightly different way.
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The architecture of shards is described in detail shortly, but for
the moment a shard can be regarded simply as a unitary server
entity. Having approved a player for access to content, the front
end will either query the server to which the content relates (for
browser or phone connections), or pass control to the server
itself (for client connections). The server does not need to access
the user database in order to support the virtual world, because
servers deal with characters rather than players. Customer
support staff, however, deals with players rather than
characters, so they do need to be able to check the user database
from within the virtual world. This is sometimes done using a
separate database tool that they can invoke while
simultaneously using the regular client, but not always. In
particular, if the client owns®® the player's PC, a special admin
client is needed with the database tools built in.

If this is so, then either the client has to be able to maintain two
connections (one to the server, one to the user database) or—
more easily—the server itself can issue database requests when
required, passing the results back to the client.

Server Architecture

Server clusters implement instances of the virtual world. There
may be programmed differences between them (attacking other
players might be allowed on one but not on another, for
example), but these are generally minimal in form if not effect.
The number of servers present in a cluster varies from
implementation to implementation, but it's usually around half
a dozen or so. The number of clusters also varies, with more

18 In the sense of allowing no other processes to run while the client is
running, thereby making life difficult for hackers. It also makes life difficult
for non-hackers, though, so clients may settle for merely owning the screen.
Players still don't generally appreciate the gesture.
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clusters being added as a product's popularity increases
(EverQuest hit 40 server clusters in 2000, averaging around
1,500 players simultaneously on each one at peak time).

Figure 2.2 shows how a server cluster is typically configured.
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Figure 2.2 Server cluster architecture.

Individual clients are connected to individual sub-servers.
Ideally, each sub-server does the same amount of work (which
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in practice means it handles the same number of players) as
every other sub-server. Sub-servers have access to a shared
character database™ that stores the persistent data relating to
players' characters on this server®°. This may or may not be part
of a systemwide accounts database for managing player access.
For maintainability, a large-scale world generally maintains a
separate database for environment data, which may be
partitioned into a template database, a scripting language
database, and an instantiation database (as described in Chapter

1).

Furthermore, whether these world/environment databases are
shared (as shown here) or local to each sub-server depends on
how load-balancing works. EverQuest's zoning system, for
example, can get away with having smaller environment
databases that are controlled by individual sub-servers; only the
character database needs to be shared with the other sub-
servers, for when characters move between zones. This is paid
for in other ways, of course, which we will discuss shortly.

The hardware implementation of a server cluster is as a bunch
of PCs or beefier hardware (typically running some flavor of
Unix) connected over a LAN.

Figure 2.2 shows the usual pathways between elements of the
server, but in fact any sub-server can talk to any other sub-
server should the need? arise.

19 This was known as the persona file in MUD1.

2 For virtual worlds where characters can move between incarnations, a
single-character database may be necessary that is shared among all virtual
worlds (like the user database). On the other hand, if transfers have to be
done manually then developers can reasonably charge for the service (this is
EverQuest's approach; they'd made over a million dollars from it by mid-
2002).

* The precise definition of “need"” here depends on the virtual world.
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Thus, passing players between sub-servers can be achieved
either formally (through the databases) or informally (by direct
negotiation between machines). Individual sub-servers may also
be in contact with the user database, as shown in Fig. 2.1 (but
not in Fig. 2.2, so as to prevent its suffering from dashed line
death).

I should point out that academics are experimenting with other
architectures, particularly the distributed kind much loved by
Science Fiction (Idoru and Otherland both use it, for example).
These, and those involving multicast, are not, however, likely to
be used beyond academia due to the security and liability issues
they raise.

Load Balancing

Fortunately, the arcane subject of load balancing is not
something with which designers need concern themselves
directly. However, they do need to be aware of the consequences
of whatever solution is adopted by the technical experts,
especially because they are likely to be consulted on the matter.

Ideally, a virtual world would run on a single, very powerful
computer. For textual worlds, this is already the case?.
Graphical worlds may go the same way?3, but for the moment
there are still plenty of things on which newly available
computational resources could be spent at the server side:

22 Processor speed finally ceased to be an issue for MUD2 when I replaced its
33MHz server with a swanky new 50MHz one.

3 Meridian 59 has a single-server architecture, which limited it to 200
players per incarnation at launch. Shadowbane also has a single-server
architecture, but runs on somewhat more powerful hardware.
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e Increasing the number of players present in each
incarnation (100,000 players on 50 servers is one thing,
but 100,000 players on 1 server is something else).

¢ Increasing the level of detail at which the virtual world
functions (for example, leaving footprints in the snow
that fade as it melts or as new snow falls).

e Improving the Al of the virtual world's denizens (both in
quality and quantity).

It is therefore likely that virtual worlds will soak up whatever
additional computing power is thrown their way for quite some
time. Inexpensive machines will still be clustered, because it will
always cost less to use eight computers of power X than to use
one computer of power 8*X (although management overheads
degrade overall efficiency as new machines are added, which is
why no one would use 64 computers of power X/8)*.

So, given that distributed servers are here to stay, how does this
affect the designer?

Well, the virtual world is too big to fit on one computer;
therefore it must be partitioned over several computers.

Sort of...

If the virtual world were inert, that is, nothing ever happened in
it, it wouldn't need any computers at all, it would just sit on a
disk pack. It only needs computers when things happen in it.
The issue is therefore one of ensuring that activity is spread
across sub-servers such that they can all cope with the work

%4 Actually, no one has yet tried. Although this kind of parallel processing
architecture frequently runs into problems for many business computing
applications, it may be that for certain partitionings of virtual worlds it's fine.
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they have; in other words, the computational load must be
shared in a balanced way (hence load balancing).

The greatest source of activity in a virtual world is the player
community. Every moment that they are in the virtual world,
players are interacting with it. Merely moving from one location
to another entails informing every other character that can (in
the virtual world) see you do so. Yes, some activities are more of
a drain on resources than others, but they tend not to be specific
to particular playing styles. The issue is the sheer quantity of
actions being performed, not the efficiency of individual actions.
Load balancing in virtual worlds therefore generally means
ensuring that roughly the same number of players is connected
to each sub-server in the cluster.

The obvious way to do this would be to assign each incoming
player to whichever sub-server has the fewest players. It turns
out that it's quite difficult to do this without introducing big
overheads, though. To update the instantiation database to
reflect an action, records need to be locked to prevent other sub-
servers from also changing them at the same time (for example,
if two characters attempted to pick up the same object
simultaneously). The sub-server needs to lock all records that it
could need during an action, perform the tests to ensure that
the action is possible, make any necessary update requests, and
unlock the records. This is a lot of locking/unlocking. It would
be really handy if there were some way to block-book records in
the instantiation database for long periods without
relinquishing control of them. Are there any types of records for
which this could easily be done?
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Statistically, most actions performed by players involve
movement?>.

The player wants to move their character from A to B, so the
sub-server has to lock location B, check if it's empty, if so then
move the player into location B, then unlock it. Location A must
also be locked, so anyone wanting to do anything to the
character that assumes it is in location A (for example, teleport
it to location C) will not inadvertently screw up things. Many
other common commands (particularly get/drop and those to do
with communication) are also location-based.

For these reasons, servers typically partition responsibility for
the virtual world along (virtual) geographic lines. A sub-server
can lock location records in the instantiation database for
extended periods; indeed, if the system is programmed
correctly, it doesn't have to lock them at all—it has implicit
control by mere virtue of the fact that none of the other sub-
servers do.

To summarize the argument so far: We want to spread the
players fairly evenly across sub-servers, but the obvious way
would introduce too many overheads on database access; a far
more efficient way to do it is to partition by geographical
location. The question is: Would using this partitioning model
give us load balancing?

The answer is that yes, it would. How, exactly, depends on the
virtual world.

5 It's over 50% for MUD2; graphical virtual worlds have an even higher
figure—90% or more—because players have to take more steps to get
anywhere. This is changing with the arrival of click interfaces, in which you
click where you want to go rather than point where you want to go.
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There are essentially two approaches: fixed load balancing and
dynamic load balancing. The former, exemplified by EverQuest,
assigns a predefined geographical location (a zone) to one sub-
server?®; the latter, exemplified by Asheron's Call, moves

responsibility for geographical locations between sub-servers.

Fixed load balancing:

e Iseasier to implement.

e Can partition the instantiation database and keep it local to
the sub-server, for greater efficiency.

e Allows the client to figure out in advance what texture maps
will be needed and preload them into graphics card memory.

Dynamic load balancing:

e Has seamless terrain (you can see to the horizon??).

e Has boundaries that are not physical (monsters chasing
you don't get stuck at zone edges).

e Balances the load better.

What does all this mean for design?

It's an example of where technology imposes constraints. For
fixed load balancing, zones can be created with greater
individuality: The ‘physical’ barriers between them allow for
radical change. Players can cross from one to another and expect

26 It should be pointed out that sub-servers can handle more than one zone at
once.

%7 Invisible cross-server boundaries are also possible with tessellated worlds
such as Ultima Online that have fixed load balancing. However, odd things
may happen when interactions occur over server boundaries (for example,
shooting arrows across them). In Asheron’s Call, which has dynamic load
balancing, characters that interact are moved to the same server so as to
reduce inter-server communication confusion.
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to see something different on the other side. For a seamless
system, sudden changes have to make more sense or they'll
seem out of place.

The fact that content such as monsters can't cross zone
boundaries means that players will use different tactics in such
a world than they would in one where there was always the
possibility that a creature they had royally annoyed could
pursue them relentlessly.

Victorian London's police forces couldn't (legally) cross precinct
boundaries: Jack the Ripper would commit a murder in one
police district and then run into another where the police were
not allowed to follow; if they could have followed, he would have
had to rethink his getaway strategy.

Zoned worlds have something of a problem with fiash crowds
(people appearing instantly in the same vicinity in response to
interesting news; the term comes from a 1973 Larry Niven short
story?®). Most of the time, each sub-server will be handling
similar numbers of players. However, sometimes something
happens that causes everyone to want to be in the same general
locale®?. Maybe it's a rare spawning of an impressive dragon, or
a social event such as a wedding or guild rally. Whatever, all of a
sudden more people want access to a server than it can handle.
The designer has to decide what to do when this happens. Do
they simply show a “zone full” message if people try to enter it?
Do they let them in and leave Customer Service to handle the
resulting complaints about lag? Do they organize the virtual

28 Larry Niven, Flash Crowd. Larry Niven, The Flight of the Horse. New York,
Ballantine, 1973.

9 If this is very focused, the same problem can afflict seamless worlds, too.
It's rarer than for zoned worlds, but because of this it can be harder to handle
when it does happen.
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world such that it would be counter to its fiction for everyone to
want to be in the same zone?

Dark Age of Camelot partitions its player base into three
"realms.” Members of one realm can't enter territory belonging
to members of another realm. They can enter a no-man's land
between two realms, however, which is where realm versus
realm combat takes place. The upshot of this is that unless there
is a serious skewing of the DAoC player base, only a third of the
players online will usually be present in any one realm. That's
excellent for load balancing. What's more, realms are
aggregations of zones, they're not zones in themselves. Each
realm is made up of 13 outdoor zones (64K by 64K squares) plus
five dungeons plus one city. There's no reason why a sub-server
has to handle zones from only one realm; if (for some reason)
75% of the players are all in one realm, the sub-servers handling
that realm will automatically have less load from the other
(sparser) realms they're controlling.

Players of EQ notice how the sub-servers take responsibility for
zones, but players of DAoC don't. Why not? Because of the latter
game's world design.

Other Things Happen

Although players are the main source of the load on virtual
worlds' supporting hardware, they are not the only one. Things
can happen whether or not players are present. Some of it is
mechanistic: The virtual world's sun rises and sets, its weather
comes and goes, all irrespective of whether there are players
around. For a highly detailed world, this could amount to
considerable work (a breeze rustles individual leaves on a tree,
one of which falls off to land in a stream that carries it lazily to a
river and thence to the sea). Virtual worlds of this complexity
are some way off at the moment, though.
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What's more of an issue is the presence in the virtual world of
virtual creatures. These are commonly known as mobiles3° (mobs
for short), and they represent the monsters and non-player
characters that inhabit the virtual world. They are discussed in
more detail in Chapter 4, "World Design,” but what concerns us
about them right now is that they need to behave in a believable
manner. This requires artificial intelligence techniques, which
gobble up computational resources like nothing else. Even
simple path-finding is an insatiable consumer of CPU cycles. It
would be great to have a virtual city with 100,000 virtual
inhabitants, each making real-time decisions as to how to spend
their virtual lives. We may have to wait some time before we get
this, though.

If a designer wants more mobiles in the virtual world than the
servers can handle, they have to offer solutions for managing
these mobiles. The classic answer is to suspend processing of
those mobiles whose actions would not be witnessed directly by
players. What causes Al load is not the number of mobiles on a
sub-server, but the number that are active at any one time.

Consider a group of goblins in a village. With no players in the
vicinity, there's no point in having them do anything. Sure, a
sub-server can move them around a bit when it's not unduly
loaded, but players get priority. Only when a group of
adventurers shows up is it time to activate the goblins so they
can behave intelligently and give the players a run for their
money. When the players leave, the dead goblins can respawn
and wait for the next batch of adventurers.

39 From MUD1, “mobile objects.” I called them that because creatures moving
in a controlled but unpredictable way are like the kind of “mobiles” that hang
from ceilings. Well, I was in kind of a hurry....
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Designers who want more mobiles than the programmers tell
them they can have might be tempted to use this proximity
activation approach. They have to realize, though, that every
decision they make has consequences.

In this particular case, the consequences are on causality. If a
tree falls in a desert, does it make a noise? Using proximity
activation, it would never fall in the first place.

Consider a second goblin raiding party. It emerges from its
camp, kills some villagers' sheep, and then returns home with
the spoils. The villagers get angry and offer to pay players to kill
the goblins.

It's an evening's quest.

It's an evening's quest that would never happen if the goblins
stayed in their camp until a player happened upon them.

Yes, of course, plenty of ways around this instantly present
themselves, but that's not the point: What's important is that
the designer has to recognize that there may be a problem in
the first place. Would your proposed solutions to the problem
come with problems of their own? Would you have thought
about that if I hadn't asked?

Virtual world design is about consequences.

The Client/Server Model

The server embodies the virtual world; the client translates it
into a form the player can comprehend. Because the client is the
player's window on the virtual world, designers have a lot to say
about its look and feel. Much of this is a matter of taste and
convention, though, and will therefore not be discussed here.
Clearly, it does make a difference if your proposed spell-casting
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system is too complicated to be implemented for mouse and
keyboard?!, but if this kind of thing isn't obvious to you, then
you've no business being a designer anyway.

There are, however, engineering considerations specific to the
implementation of virtual worlds that impact directly on the
virtual world itself. These are unavoidable, and designers must
be aware of them.

To illustrate: In theory, the same virtual world could be
presented using different skins, so whereas one player might see
a defense robot discharging an energy weapon, another might
see a wizard wielding a wand. This is something that players
would find novel, but it presents a major challenge to designers.
Few genres map onto each other to this extent, so compromises
would have to be made.

As it happens, this particular example is a red herring because
the amount of artwork necessary to support just one, let alone
two, genre is considerable. The benefits aren't worth the cost.
Textual worlds are easier to reskin than graphical ones in this
respect, of course, but have less reason to want to do it32. In
practice, using skins for graphical clients means altering the
look and layout of the client's interface, not the look of what it
displays of the virtual world. Hanging different curtains doesn't
change the view through the window.

It turns out that there are only two issues relating to the
client/server relationship that have concrete effects on the

3 Well, only for spell-casters. There's no theoretical reason why different
character classes can't have interfaces customized for what they spend most
of their time doing.

32 Translation schemes for moving functionally equivalent objects between
differently themed parts of a virtual world (and even between virtual worlds)
do exist, however.
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design of virtual worlds, but both of them are very important:
synchronization and security.

Synchronization

It takes time for information to travel between the client and
the server. It takes time for the server to execute commands.
During this time, the client has to maintain its display of the
virtual world. What it shows may not, therefore, be a true
representation of what the server defines to be the current
world state: The two aren't synchronized. In the real world, the
sun might have spontaneously exploded 19 seconds ago, but
you're not going to find out for another eight minutes. In a
virtual world, someone may have quit four seconds before you
loosed an arrow at him.

Lag due to server load can be addressed by buying in faster
hardware and by optimizing code. There's little that can be done
about lag due to communications, though.

Even with a perfect connection, the speed of light through
glass3? is such that someone in Sydney playing in a virtual world
with servers in San Diego3* would experience a delay of over
0.06 seconds in each direction with a direct cable connection.
The fact that their communication has to go through routers
and isn't in a straight line brings it up to more like a third of a
second. Throw in an analogue modem and you can add another
third of a second. Lag happens.

Designers have to account for this by making nothing too time-
sensitive. In a regular computer game, players can be expected
to make timed runs through windmill sails or giant steam
pistons or pendulum scythes, but in a virtual world there's no
guarantee that when the player sees a gap on their client the

33 Approximately 197,000 kilometers per second.
34 Approximately 12,083 kilometers from Sydney at sea level.
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server is actually implementing one. For this reason, players can
never be called on to make reflex actions (although their
characters can be), which means virtual worlds have little or no
twitch.

Timed actions are possible, but the window for success needs to
be at least four seconds in duration or some players are going to
miss it while believing they hit it. Nevertheless, improvements
in Internet reliability have led to attempts to bring the kind of
response times common in first-person shooters to virtual
worlds: Planetside3’ is the best-known pioneer.

Precise timing issues aside, virtual worlds are fairly robust in
the face of lag. The exact moment that a player initiates an
action is rarely important; when players agree to do something
"at the same time,"” they know it's a fuzzy concept. As long as
designers avoid doing anything deliberately that requires speed,
there's rarely a problem.

Although most of the lag that players endure is fairly constant
across a connection, not all of it is. Sometimes, lag can be
intermittent: Things can work fine then suddenly halt for no
apparent reason. This kind of lag is actually due to bandwidth
issues that cause a service provider to invoke some kind of
resource allocation scheme. It doesn't matter how good your
broadband connection is, if your ISP isn't sending you the
packets, then you're not going to see them. This kind of lag can
last several seconds, whereupon all the packets that are buffered
up are dispatched at once and service resumes as normal.

Clients expect regular packets of data from the server to update
their local state. Most of the time, these arrive in a timely
manner. However, it only takes someone using the same router

35 http://planetside.station.sony.com/
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as you to start downloading copious quantities of pornography
and packets will inevitably be delayed. What does the client do
in such circumstances?

The easiest solution is to do nothing. Just sit and wait until
packets arrive, then update them in sequence. The problem with
this is that the virtual world effectively freezes for the player
until the updates arrive. The player can try to do things, but
gets no response until the packets start flowing again. This isn't
always a problem in textual worlds, but it looks very disturbing
in graphical ones.

Most graphical clients therefore use a predictive model,
whereby they continue moving objects along whatever course
they were taking the last time information was available. If a
character is running east, the chances are that when an update
packet finally arrives it will still have the client running east, so
the screen will be right without ever having frozen. Predictive
models work well when their predictions are correct, which
(fortunately) is most of the time. However, there are problems
when they're wrong. If the character who was running east had
stopped and turned north, there could be a serious discrepancy
between their actual position and the position the delayed client
is displaying them at.

To correct failed predictions, there are two approaches. The
traditional way is to use the new information and just forget
about the predictions. This results in an effect called warping,
which originated in Air Warrior. Players would be on the tail of
an enemy plane when suddenly it would disappear from their
sights to rematerialize instantly a short distance away like it
had made a hyperspace jump. Players even found ways to
induce it, so they could plan the reappearance to gain a
tactically superior position.
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More modern clients apply gradual translations to the displayed
position of an object so that it moves to its correct position
smoothly (if a little more slowly and still looking highly
suspicious).

For designers, this means that not only can't they use relative
time (in three seconds) but they can't use relative space (dead
ahead) either. The client might think a particular co-ordinate is
slightly to the left of the player whereas the server knows it's
slightly to the right. Commands that need co-ordinates
therefore have to use absolute ones rather than relative ones.
Again, when designers are aware of the problem and don't call
for players to follow complex instructions in mazes or anything,
virtual worlds are usually sturdy enough to cope; a little error in
absolute positioning is fine. They do have to be aware first,
though.

There is a special case, however, in that sometimes players want
to do things to other players at a distance, for example, shoot an
arrow at them. In this situation, not only might the archer'’s
position be at odds with the server's definitive version, but so
might the target's. The client knows that the player wants to
shoot an arrow at a character, but doesn't know for sure that
character’s co-ordinates. The designer must decide whether the
command is “shoot at a target” or “shoot at a location” (which
hopefully contains the target). If the arrow has a timed flight
(and if it's modeling a real arrow it certainly ought to), the
potential for error increases even more.

Bleah!

Graphical virtual worlds are presented as being continuous.
Although characters might actually occupy integral co-
ordinates, they are animated such that they move smoothly
between them, thereby giving the impression that they at times
occupy the spaces "between” the co-ordinates.
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Textual worlds can be continuous too, but they are usually
contiguous. Locations can represent an area rather than a point,
and several characters can occupy such locations3® without
causing an anomaly. Restricting horizontal movement to eight
compass points means that using relative direction in such
virtual worlds is a definite possibility. True to form, there are
textual worlds that allow players to use both absolute (north,
northeast, east, and so on) and relative (forward, ahead right,
right, and so on) directions for movement, with the room
description format (absolute or relative) also under player
control. Graphical games can take relative co-ordinates from a
client, but they have to transmit them as absolute ones.

A common mistake among inexperienced client authors is to
take all this with a grain of salt. So what if the client and server
have slightly different ideas as to what is where pointing in
whatever direction? There isn't going to be that much
divergence. Okay, so maybe occasionally you see someone run
through a solid windmill sail because there is a gap on their
client, but that's hardly a show-stopper. Let the client decide if
an arrow hits, rather than putting the burden on the server.
There might be a few hits that should be misses and misses that
should be hits, but it'll all even out over time.

This brings us neatly to the issue of security.

Security

Your client software will be hacked. For some virtual worlds
(such as those with no game aspect to them), this won't
necessarily matter. For the rest, it matters a great deal.

3¢ Which are called rooms.
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At the very least, it means that all packets sent from the client
to the server have to be checked to see if they make sense.
Error-correction at the hardware and transport layers should
ensure that what arrives at the server is what was sent by the
client, so why waste time checking for nonsense that isn't going
to come? Well, the fact is that the server may not be talking to a
bona fide client. It could be talking to a piece of code a player has
written to masquerade as a client or to insert data into the
client’s packet stream. If the server receives nonsense but has
no way of handling it, what happens then? Has someone
acquired an ability to crash the server?

That's if it's even your server. Sometimes, groups of players will
write their own server and persuade clients to speak to that
instead. They can then design and play their own world in
preference to yours—and all for free®’!

Virtual world programmers don't have to make life easy for
hackers—they can use encryption, own the screen, make very
infrequent identity checks that packet-sniffing software may
miss—but eventually their code will be reverse-engineered and
people will figure out what's going on. Then they'll change it38.

Important: Absolutely no decisions with regard to what
happens in a virtual world can be delegated to a client. No
decisions. That's no decisions.

Air Warrior's first client performed the necessary calculations to
determine if a shot hit or missed. It was considered unfair for

37 Examples include EQemu (http://www.egemu.net/) and EthernalQuest
(http://www. ethernalquest.com) for EverQuest, and Sphere
(http://www.sphereserver.com/), UOX (http://www.uox3dev.net/) and Epsilon
(http://www.epsilon.escend.net/) for Ultima Online. See The Smithys Anvil
(http://www.smithysanvil.com/) for more.

38 This is what developers mean by the term arms race.
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players to line up their sights exactly on a target, pull the
trigger, but miss because their client was showing the target to
be somewhere the server didn't think it was. All very laudable,
until someone wrote a hack for the client such that whenever
you fired, it sent a packet claiming you'd hit whichever plane
was closest to your sights—irrespective of whether it was
actually in them. Kesmai had to bring out a patch to fix it.

Programmers should never put world-critical code in the client.
If they do, it can mean major, big-time fraud. Designers only
have to worry about this if they have to come up with a strategy
for repairing the damage should it go undetected for too long
(for example, groups of players giving themselves money and
spending it in inflation-causing amounts).

Designers do have to worry about things such as automated
play. Anything that requires similar actions to be performed
repeatedly is usually easy to automate—it doesn't even need a
client hack in many cases, as there are off-the-shelf tools that
will do it. Ultima Online's craft system was so boring that
players were overjoyed when they discovered macro software
intended for typists that enabled them to save their index
fingers from repetitive stress injury. Computers can generally
issue commands faster than players, too: Someone wrote their
own client for MUDI1 that stuffed commands down the line so
quickly that 30 seconds after having started play, the automated
character would be standing with arms full of vicious weapons
and other useful kit, while everyone else was still pretty well
empty-handed.

Designers should therefore avoid calling for anything that
involves doing something again and again and again with no
respite (and that can include movement). If you really want an
action to take a lot of time, let characters do it as a background
task while their players are offline. If speed is occasionally
important (for example, for dramatic reasons), insist that the
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server programmers institute delays between processing the
commands from any one player®. If some level of searching or
exploration is required (for example, for a puzzle), put in moving
obstacles or traps so a program can't easily find a solution using
a brute-force method.

People usually want to automate tasks that are tedious. If you
design something that you think many players might like to
automate, consider the possibility that it could be intrinsically
uninteresting. For example, players will come to understand a
virtual world far better if they make their own maps, so a
designer might want to encourage them to do so. However, the
actual mechanics of mapping are so mind-numbing that there
are auto-mapping programs around (for textual worlds) that try
every exit from every room until they have produced a complete
map that can then go on a web site. If you were hoping to
stimulate a climate of exploration by holding back on embedded
mapping tools in the client, it didn't work.

There are other ways in which wily players can subvert a client
to put themselves at an advantage. Consider the case of a
character executing a 360° turn. The client must be in close,
rapid contact with the server to ensure that the necessary
information is at hand to display the world as the sweep
progresses. If it weren't, then the player could be looking at a
half-blank screen or seeing characters pop up in the middle of
the view that weren't there an instant earlier. However, as was
pointed out earlier, the client can't usually rely on a super-fast
connection to the server.

39 Actually it's more fashionable not to enforce delays, but have the server —
or even other clients—perform spot checks to see if someone is cheating.
Needless to say, if clients get to report who is cheating, sooner or later they'll
be hacked so as to accuse innocent players of doing it.
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To solve this problem, the EverQuest server was configured to
send the client more information than it strictly needed; if a
player wanted to turn, then the positions of nearby objects
would already be known and could be displayed without lag
effects. To this end, the client was told the locations of all
objects and players in the vicinity—not just those that
character could “see”"—along with other handy tidbits, such as
what they were carrying and how many hit points they had. The
geography also was kept permanently available on the player's
PC.

This was an efficient approach, in that anyone could rotate or
otherwise change the camera angle with impunity without
suffering staggered images. However, a number of players soon
realized that if the information was present, it could be
displayed whether or not it was in actual use. They wrote
programs to give radar-like readouts of everyone and
everything in the neighborhood. No longer did mobiles attack
them from behind; no longer did they need to guess which were
carrying loot. One such program, ShowEQ, was so useful a tool
that Verant felt compelled to ban its use (leading to one of its
many public relations disasters?®).

It doesn't even have to be the client that's hacked. Ultima Online
used the PC graphics card to control brightness, which meant
that opportunistic players could override the client (by turning
up the gamma correction) to get full daylight when they were
supposed to be in total darkness. Great for ambushes!

If at all possible, designers should be adamant that no items of
data are sent to the client that convey any information beyond

4% Verant changed the end user license agreement to give them the right to
search your home PC for programs that in their view could interfere with the
proper running of EverQuest. The ensuing full-scale revolt helped them to
reconsider.
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what the player's character is entitled to know. Client
programming being the inexact science that it is, however,
chances are some additional information will have to be sent in
advance, even if it's only texture maps on a CD-ROM. Designers
should be appraised of this in advance, so they can adjust their
designs accordingly. If you know that players are going to figure
out where all nearby objects are anyway, give that information
to them officially and be sure it's never of much use. Have new
mobiles that teleport in from nowhere, if you want to keep them
on their toes.

Okay, so, your programmers assure you that nothing is in the
client that should be in the server, except for a few elements
that you can design around. That's the security issue sorted,
then!

Aw, you know it isn't. Your design itself could have security
problems.

For example, suppose (having decided that fixed prices are a bad
idea) you make your economy determine the price of goods
based on local supply and demand. Suppose also that it allows
people to buy and sell in bulk at the price for a single item.
Normally, this wouldn't be a problem: If there are 300 swords
for sale, it doesn't matter whether you buy one at 20 UOC# or
10 at 20 UOC each. The price will rise the fewer swords are left,
which is what you want—having bought 10 swords, the new
price might be 22 UOC. You'd make the buy-back price be much
lower than the sale price, so that anyone trying to sell back 10
swords they just bought for 200 UOC would receive maybe only
110 UOC for them instead of 220 UOC.

So far, so good.

4! Units of Currency (UOC).
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What happens, though, for high-cost, low-production items?
Maybe the local diamond mine unearths only five diamonds a
week. When all five are available, the price at the diamond mart
is 1,000 UOC; if only one is available, the price soars to 4,000
UOC. If none are available, the supply is exhausted. In that
situation, how much could a single diamond be sold back to the
diamond mart for? Even with a 50% mark-down on the
purchase price, it would still be at least 2,000 UOC. So, if
someone were to buy all five diamonds at once for 1,000 UOC
each, then sell them back all at once for 2,000 UOC each, they'd
make 5,000 UOC each transaction. Your design has given them
an engine for generating however much money they like! Augh!

When something is allowed by the virtual world but the
designers wished it wasn't, it's known as an exploit. Exploits—
design bugs—can ruin a virtual world#? overnight.

Exploits aside, there are plenty of ways that players can subvert
a designer’'s well-meaning intentions. Identity theft—
pretending to be someone else in real life—is fairly easy but is
hardly the responsibility of the designer43. Character theft—
pretending to be someone else’s character in a virtual world —
should not be easy, because it is the responsibility of the
designer. In particular, if two players can use the same name for
their characters then it's partly the designer’s fault if one of

42 They can, of course, occur in any kind of simulation software, they're just
at their worst in virtual worlds. I found an exploit similar to the diamond
example in a single-player trading game (Ascaron's The Patrician) that finally
allowed me to beat it after five years of trying. They took it out for The
Patrician II.

43 In 2000, I spent several months building a reputation in EverQuest despite
not having played the game at any point during that period. Someone made
out they were me, and other people believed them.
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them subsequently successfully pretends to be the other. This
"name problem"” is discussed in some depth in Chapter 3.

So, your design will have bugs. Players will find these and wring
every advantage from them that they can. Even if they report
them immediately, they'll feel you owe them for their honesty.
So what do you do?

You can't prevent exploits, but you can take steps to minimize
their number and impact. Detection and recovery are of critical
importance. If possible, log everything. In MUD2, players would
regularly complain that line noise** had severed their
connection to the game and led to their character’s demise.
Instituting a "log everything” policy (player input/output
transcripts and all server decisions) solved the problem at a
stroke—90% of the time, players were exposed as having been
active right up until the moment the dragon incinerated them
or the wolf bit off their head or whatever, and therefore their
impassioned pleas for resurrection amounted to cheating.

This degree of logging is not always possible for virtual worlds
that use a lot of bandwidth, for example, graphical game worlds.
There are two approaches to it, but neither is particularly
satisfactory: store events (from which exact circumstances can
be reconstituted) or store client communications (which gives
the player’s actual viewpoint). Both of these create huge
guantities of hard-to-search data. Customer service
administrators may be able to snoop#’ on players as situations
unfold, which can partially alleviate the problem, but if they
arrive at a scene too late then the only alternative to logs is the
presence of impartial witnesses (like there'll be many of those).

44 In the old days, modems did not have hardware error-correction. A crackly
phone line meant crackly data.
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Detecting possible bugs and exploits is important, but it isn't
itself enough. When it transpires that something really has gone
unfortunately wrong, the ability to correct the consequences of
it should absolutely always be available (even if it means a
wholesale reinstallation of the character database from a timed
back-up). An incomplete ability to discover when things are
going awry is inconvenient; an incomplete ability to recover
damaged data is incompetent?®.

Part of the satisfaction of virtual world design lies in seeing
your creation evolving, with things occurring within it that you
hadn't anticipated but which make perfect sense. One of the less
fortunate consequences, though, is that some of what happens
you'll almost certainly wish hadn't, and will have to fix. The
more contingency plans you have in place, the better, but you'll
never be able to cover everything.

Still, if you want the unpredictable, you can't complain when
you get it.

Theory and Practice

How virtual worlds ought to be put together and how they are
put together are two different things. You can spend 30 hours in
a classroom learning how to drive a car, but fifteen minutes at
the wheel is going to teach you a whole lot more.

At times, the practice is more useful than the theory.

46 And if players realize you don't have accurate snapshots of events, that's
when the problems really begin.



How to Make Virtual Worlds

This section discusses some of the things that look like they
should be important, but aren't, along with those that look like
they shouldn't be important, but are. It's a bit of a mixed bag,
but is fairly representative of the kind of hidden depth (or lack
of same) that only becomes apparent when you actually develop
a virtual world. There are plenty more, but I'll leave them for
you to discover them for yourself; as I said, you'll learn more by
doing than by reading about it.

Modes

When you start up your web browser, what page does it point
at? Surprisingly, for most people the answer is “whatever my
ISP set it to when I installed its software.” Their first view of the
World Wide Web every morning is what their ISP shows them.

Virtual worlds have many ways to let players customize their
experiences. In a textual world, for example, some people want
full room descriptions the whole time, and some want short
ones the whole time. There are commands that let players
choose for themselves which of these to go with. However, one
option will be the default, and that's the one that newbies will
use. In MUD]J, the first time you entered a room you saw its full
description, and on later visits you saw the short version. This
helped stop newbies from getting lost. Later, they would use
exclusively verbose descriptions when making accurate maps
and exclusively brief descriptions at all other times, but later is
later. When they started, they got the default, and the default
said, "Explore!”

Defaults set the tone of virtual worlds, because all newbies play
under them. As they become more experienced, they'll
inevitably customize some of the settings; most options,
however, will stay at the default. Thus, the designer’s choice of
defaults can have long-term influences on how a virtual world is
perceived. Defaults are more important than they look.
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To illustrate this, let's take a look at modes, because in a sense
they establish what the world is “about.”

All virtual worlds assume a hardware device for entering
freeform data; it's usually a keyboard. The player types some
text, hits return, and—what? It depends on the current mode.
In a textual world, the line is usually interpreted as a command.

open door
north
get book

This would be command mode.

In a graphical world, the line is usually interpreted as speech.

Follow me!

What happened? You were supposed to be
following!

Hey! That’s mine!

This would be conversation mode. Chat rooms usually default to
conversation mode, too.

So where's the hidden depth here? It's not like you can't act in
conversation mode or speak in command mode.

When a newbie enters a world for which the default is command
mode, the message that the world is sending them is that this is
a place where you can do things: It emphasizes freedom to act
on the world. If the default is conversation mode, the message is
this is a place where you can communicate: It emphasizes
freedom to interact with other players. You might expect,
therefore, that players of textual worlds do more and players of
graphical worlds say more.
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Actually, for graphical virtual worlds the default is to use the
less-than-freeform mouse most of the time, forcing a greater
distinction between limited doing and unlimited saying. If you
want to talk or attempt anything complicated, you have to stop
playing to do so. This is sound advice for crowd control, but
somewhat dissatisfying for the individuals in the crowd so
controlled.

The designer sets the default mode. The default mode shapes
the style of play. The designer can therefore encourage or
discourage a style of play by changing the default mode. Thus, a
simple, almost throwaway design decision can have a long-term
influence on a virtual world's ethos.

Note that although the main choice is between command mode
and conversation mode, there are other modes used in virtual
worlds. The convention has evolved that the first character in a
line is used to switch modes for the remainder of that line.
There will often be an option to turn a mode on/off until further
notice, but no standard syntax for this has yet emerged.

Table 2.1 shows the most common modes in use, along with the
(sometimes conflicting) options for leading characters used to

switch them on.

Table 2.1 Common Modes

Mode Leading Explanation
Characters
Command >1/. Input is a direct command to
the server.
Conversation ‘' * Input is a parameter to the say
command.
Coding @ Input is a scripting language

command.

157



158 Chapter 2

Acting ;o Input is a parameter to the
pose/act/emote command.

Help ? Input is a parameter to the
help command.

Switch /I\'$ Input is for the client or front-

end, rather than the server.

Virtual Reality

Read a selection of Science Fiction stories about virtual worlds,
and you'll soon discover that the following are inevitabilities:

e True intelligence will emerge from the hideously
complex machinations performed by the virtual world
engine, with unnerving consequences for human
morality.

e Unscrupulous people will transfer their consciousnesses
into hardware in order to live forever, muahahaha.

e Virtual worlds will be experienced through virtual reality
interfaces so good that the virtual will be
indistinguishable from the real.

The first two of these are not of immediate interest to the
designers of virtual worlds, being somewhat distant prospects
at the moment. Virtual reality (VR), however, while as yet
nowhere near the quality envisaged in speculative novels, is far
more accessible. Why not create a virtual world with a virtual
reality interface? It would attract media attention, if nothing
else.

For a virtual world with a closed user base, a VR interface is
indeed a reasonable proposition. A small academic research
community or a large industrial or military training
establishment would be able to experiment with the idea and
get fruitful, worthwhile results.
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For an open user base, though, VR isn't yet an option. It's simply
not value-added enough for developers at the moment, that is,
the costs of putting it in outweigh the benefits. Until the
technology improves?®” and the installed base reaches some
critical mass (whether because of computer games, 3D movies,
3D video cameras, or something else), VR would be available to
but a few, lucky or wealthy players.

There is an argument, though, that VR access to a major virtual
world could itself be enough of a draw that people would be
willing to acquire the necessary hardware to play. Of course, for
this to happen VR would have to bring something quite special
to the virtual world experience.

So what would that be? It depends on the set-up, of course, but
in the first instance the chances are that a basic VR kit would
mean full-vision headsets with surround sound and orientation
detection, plus gloves incorporating movement sensors and
some degree of positive tactile feedback. Using such an
interface, the virtual world could:

e Letyouseeitin 3D*®

Let you hear it in 3D

Tell in what direction you're looking
Tell what your hand is doing
Deliver sensation to your fingers
Accept speech input

47 Minimally, it mustn't induce blinding headaches in its users.

48 Stereoscopically. As pointed out in Chapter 1, for virtual worlds the term
"3D graphics” usually means that the graphics are displaying something that
is 3D, not that the image so displayed is itself 3D. A VR headset could be
expected to present separate images to each eye, giving a much truer sense
of 3D than does a flat plane.
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What advantages would accessing a virtual world through such
a VR interface confer over the traditional mouse and/or
keyboard approach?

There's some convenience in being able to control what you see
and do by means of head and hand movements, countered only
by the slight inconvenience in having to sport the equipment
needed to support it. Nevertheless, it's unlikely that a player
using a keyboard and mouse would be at a serious disadvantage
compared with someone kitted out in the modest VR set-up
described here, at least in terms of their ability to control their
character in a virtual world.

Speech as an input form seems, at first glance, to be an
attractive proposition. It wouldn't be all that great in command
mode, because speech recognition software still has a long way
to go before it could be of genuine utility. In conversation mode,
though, it would be much more effective—but only if it could be
completely disguised. Again, although voices can easily be
distorted using today's technology, it's likely to be some time
before they can be altered so well that they don't sound altered.
But why is some form of disguise necessary anyway?

One of the main attractions of virtual worlds is the ability to be
whoever you want to be; anything in the virtual world that
anchors you to who you are in the real world is a disincentive.
When you hear an elf in the middle of a sylvan wood speaking a
New York accent, or a mighty-thewed, bare-chested barbarian
who sounds like a schoolmarm, sadly reality is intruding a little
too much. If voices aren't disguised, players aren't disguised,
and then the virtual world is just another aspect of the real one.

3D vision and sound, and to some extent tactile feedback, are
the real gold for VR. They make the virtual world more
persuasive, which helps players immerse themselves in their
(virtual) surroundings. The change won't be to everyone's
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taste—some people are always going to prefer text, for example,
on account of how it speaks to the imagination rather than to
the senses—but it'll help anyone who gets on well with
graphics®. That said, flat images are already quite capable of
immersing players into a virtual world, and they don't have to
cut off great swathes of the real world to do it. Players like being
immersed in virtual worlds, and will happily ignore negative
cues if they get sufficient positive ones that they can will
themselves to suspend their disbelief. You don't have to trick
them into it; they'll go for it anyway. Giving them more
'realistic’ visual and auditory stimulation will provide additional
signals, but are they mere luxury? Designers can and do
encourage immersion by many other means=°.

So, would VR merely amount to a marketing ploy to attract
newbies?

Cynics might suggest that this is all that adding graphics to
virtual worlds ever did, but even they would have to concede
that it worked. The allegation is unfair anyway, in that a
graphical interface to a virtual world does actually make a
tangible difference. If, for example, in a textual virtual world you
happened on a gathering of 50 characters, you'd have to read 50
names to see if there was anyone there with whom you wanted
a chat. Spotting a friend from among 50 faces in a graphical
virtual world is far, far quickers'. Would a VR interface add some

49 Well, almost anyone. If you only have sight in one eye, 3D visual effects
aren't going to impress you. Similarly, if (like me) you can't tell where sounds
are coming from, expensive 3D auditory set pieces are going to pass
unnoticed.

3¢ Chapter 3 features an in-depth discussion of the concept of immersion in
virtual worlds.

5t I should point out that long-term players of textual worlds can acquire the
ability to do something similar— glance at a list of names and pick out a
friend without having to read (or even speed-read) anything. It's a skill that
comes only with time, however, whereas face-recognition is something
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genuinely useful feature that flat graphics and two-point stereo
don't?

Frankly, probably not. Unless the virtual world has very
counter-intuitive physics (for example, the further away an
object is, the bigger it appears), you're not going to learn much
more about it from experiencing it in 3D than you can already
figure out from the perspective and motion conventions of 2D.

Unless...

Unless designers can exploit the extra capabilities that a VR
interface imparts. Instead of clicking where you want your
arrow to land, you raise and point your bow, then release the
string—with true depth to your vision, you can now judge
trajectories. Instead of running to attack the lightly armed man,
you flee—you can now see he's a giant. Instead of walking in the
gaps between well-spaced trees, you push through dense
forest—the tree trunks no longer merge to look like fences
when they're close together. VR really does offer new prospects.

Unfortunately, virtual world design is not yet sufficiently
developed to make the best of this. Game designers still have to
make more use of sound as a gameplay element, so it seems
unlikely that virtual world designers will successfully embrace
VR the moment it becomes available. There may be some
centerpieces that show off the technology, but that's likely to be
all. When you catch a movie on TV and notice that people seem
to be pointing or throwing things toward the camera a lot,
pretty soon you realize you're watching an old 3D movie in 2D.
Directors never really came to grips with 3D in movies. Will

humans learn in infancy (if indeed it's not already hardwired into the brain at
birth). Of course, this point about facial recognition would carry more weight
if people didn't all choose the same faces and outfits so everyone ends up
relying on the names above characters’ heads anyway.
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designers fare better when VR comes to virtual worlds? Or will
it be a case of, "Aww, man, not the guys with pikes again!"?

The theory is good, but the practice may take some time to
measure up to it.

Extensibility

Virtual worlds are designed such that they can be extended over
time.

Why? To add content, to correct imbalances, to allow for more
simultaneous players— there are lots of reasons.

Who extends the world? The live team.
Who created the world? The dev team.

Is the dev team a subset of the live team? At some point, the
answer has to be "no.”

For large-scale, graphical virtual worlds, the answer is usually
“no” immediately, because the live team is a separate entity
from the dev team. Even for small-scale worlds, or those for
which the live team is built from the dev team, the original
designers aren't going to be around indefinitely. Students who
create virtual worlds eventually leave college; professional
designers who create successful worlds are offered new
opportunitiess?; people move, their circumstances change:
Ultimately, no one lives forever.

52 It's quite a different story for professional designers who create
unsuccessful worlds, but the effect is the same: They end up not working on
the project.
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The live team may therefore differ in attitude to the dev team33
when it comes to assessing how the virtual world “should”
work. There are many opportunities for divergence:

e The live team may fail to understand aspects of the
design, seeing flaws where there are none.

e The live team may misunderstand the dev team's
intentions, believing they're doing the right thing when
they're not.

e The live team may have a different overall philosophy,
and "correct” the design where it runs counter to this.

e The devteam's design might fail when exposed to real
players.

e The dev team may have higher quality staff than the live
team (or vice versa), with a consequently better handle on
things.

Because the live team is in control, there is great scope for a
virtual world to shift away from the designers’ original vision
over time. This isn't necessarily a bad thing— adapting to
circumstances is how systems evolve, after all. Neither, though,
is it necessarily a good thing—survival of the fittest is great
when you're one of the fittest, but not so great otherwise.

At this level, it's a classic conflict between theory (what the dev
team wants) and practice (what the live team gets). It's a little
more complicated than that, though. The live team has to deal
with players, every single one of whom believes they know just
as much about virtual world design (if not more) than anyone in
the live team—and are prepared to argue the point.

The bad news is that players know nothing about virtual world
design. Nothing whatsoever.

53 Indeed, they may differ in attitude to the live team of a few months earlier.
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Well, that's not strictly true. A very small fraction of them do34,
but these are generally indistinguishable from normal players
except in the benighted eyes of people who actually do know
about virtual world design. Message boards are full of erudite
arguments by players able to put their opinions cogently,
politely, and convincingly. That doesn't mean they're right,
though. It's like listening to a religious discussion between
people of a religion different to your own: They obviously know
exactly what they're talking about, in great and profound detail,
but from your point of view they're at least misinformed and at
most completely misguided. Player discussions are frequently
like that: Designers can recognize some truths in what is being
said, but these are so mixed with dogma, rhetoric, and
downright falsehoods that the conclusions they reach are often
bizarre and irrelevant (whenever they reach conclusions at all,
that is).

Yes, I realize I've just insulted about three million people, here.

It's not that most players don't know about virtual world design,
but that their knowledge is too personal. As mentioned in
Chapter 1, players tend to view all virtual worlds in the context
of the one they "grew up” playing. If a new idea is suggested,
many players will immediately consider how it would fit into
their preferred virtual world, whether or not the virtual world
for which it is intended is remotely similar. If the debate
actually concerns “their” virtual world, they'll figure out the
short-term repercussions of their own playing style and use
that as a basis to decide whether they're for or against. They'll
only refer to long-term effects or other playing styles when

54 Hopefully, a fraction that will increase as more and more players read this
book.
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they're trying to win allies or to convince the live team that they
are responsible people whose opinions should carry weight.

This is because actually playing a virtual world adds a subjective
element to all discussion. Designers have to be objective. If you
can play a virtual world for fun, it's very hard to be a designer;
every decision you make is related to your own experiences as a
player. Designers can't play virtual worlds for fun. When I enter
a virtual world, all I see is the machinery, the forces at work, the
interactions—it's intellectually interesting and can be
artistically exciting, but it isn't fun. Other designers are the
same: The price you pay for being able to deconstruct a virtual
world is that of being unable not to deconstruct it. Magic isn't
magic when you know how the trick is done.

That's why most players aren't good at design. They still sense
the magic.

Unfortunately for the live team, that's not quite how the players
themselves see it. Players want improvements made to their
virtual world, and most of the time they are appreciative—even
fanatical—of the live team's efforts. When they aren't, though,
oh boy, do they ever let the live team know! The pressure can be
phenomenal. It can reach the stage where it's more gainful to
implement the change that everyone is screaming for than it is
to answer all the emails they'd send if you continued to hold out.

At this point, the live team often surrenders. Top-down design
gives way to bottom-up experiment.

Whether this fills the original dev team with pride or despair
depends on the extent to which they'd planned for its
occurrence.
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Chapter 3

Players

The real-life human beings sitting at a computer and accessing
a virtual world are its players. Players are distinct from the
objects within the virtual world over which they exercise
control; these are characters.

The difference between players and characters is absolutely
fundamental to virtual worlds. Characters are conduits that
enable players to act and interact with the world itself and with
other players. Characters exist only within the virtual world; the
decision to enter that world and to remain in that world is
entirely the preserve of players. The aim of designers is to
provide an experience for players, not for characters.

That is the concern of this chapter.
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Who Are These People and What
Do They Want?

As mentioned in Chapter 1, “Introduction to Virtual Worlds,” the
demographics of virtual worlds are important for two reasons:

e If you know who likes your virtual world (the actual
demographics), you can use this to decide where to look for
newbies.

e If you know who wants to like your virtual world (the target
demographics), you can change the virtual world so as to
appeal to those people.

Both of these are essentially marketing issues. In the former, the
design group has the upper hand, delivering a product that the
marketers have to sell; in the latter, the marketing group has
the upper hand, selling a product that the designers have to
deliver.

Demographics provide information as to the real-world make-
up of your players (or intended players). What you do with that
information is another matter, though. If there are relatively
few men aged 30—45 in your user base, does that mean you
should ignore that demographic (because they don't want to
play) or pander to it (because you want them to play)?

From the designer’s point of view, demographics mean
generalizations, generalizations mean stereotypes, and
stereotypes mean problems. These problems are four-fold:

e Some stereotypes are over-independent. If you design a
game for boys aged 12-16, that's all you'll get.

e Some stereotypes are under-dependent. If you want to
attract heterosexual men aged 18-30 to your virtual world
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then you should try to pack it full of heterosexual women
aged 18-30.

e Stereotyping is patronizing. There are few slogans more
likely to put women off a computer game than, "Designed by
women, for women".

e Stereotypes force designers to embrace prejudice, whether
or not they want to. All these examples, mild though they
may seem, are offensive to one or another group of
individuals?.

Demographic information of this nature is not generally helpful
to designers of virtual worlds. Designers need to know what
players want to do in the virtual world—their playing styles,
rather than their socio-economic profiles. Actually, designers
need to know a lot of other things about players, too, as we shall
see later in this chapter; their playing styles, however, are the
most important thing3, so that's what we're looking at first.

Of course, members of a demographic group might share a
particular playing style, but this doesn't help unless you know
what that style is; besides, not everyone will conform to the
stereotype. If multiple playing styles can co-exist, so can
multiple demographics, in which case actual demographics
become less of an issue. This means that designers can focus on
the practical matter of addressing what players of whatever
background like doing, instead of what they believe players of a
particular background will probably like doing.

! Especially if it's written in pink letters.

2 For those blinded by rage, I'd like to make the obvious point that I did not
do this with the intention of offending anyone and do not necessarily hold
any of the views implied myself. See how the mere mention of prejudice gets
a designer worried?

3 This is only because at the moment it's the only one with a useful, proven,
working theory behind it.
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Of course, this is useless unless you have a good categorization
of playing styles.

Playing styles are defined by what players do; what players do
depends on what they consider to be fun. The former can be
divined from a statistical assessment of the demographic
information and the latter from a psychological or sociological
assessment. Unfortunately, the results of this kind of analysis
aren't always very useful. It's all well and good knowing that
some players are nurturing, helpful people, that others have
problems with authority, that some like to collect objects, and so
on; these may be valid playing styles, and may even be possible
to address in terms of world design (introduce sick animals,
quests for loners, coins with dates on them).

What such analyses don't necessarily say is how one playing
style interacts with another. What would be the effect of filling a
game with nurturing types? Or loners? Or collectors?
Categorizations are also more useful if they're guaranteed to be
complete. Is there an anti-nurturing type? Can an individual be
both a loner and a collector? Can different virtual worlds be
described in terms of their appeal to the various playing styles
that have been categorized?

Players are all different, and they all behave differently.
Nevertheless, there will be general playing styles that they
adopt, and how these interact will have consequences on the
success or otherwise of a virtual world. It would be very useful
for designers if they had a demographic-independent theory of
playing styles that could be used to predict the long-term future
of a virtual world based on a sound categorization strategy.
Armed with this, they could ensure that there were activities
available for all playing styles (or be prepared to accept the
consequences if there weren't); they could introduce checks and
balances to make certain that if one playing style came to
dominate, the other styles would be compensated so as to keep a
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healthy balance; they could alter the form or functionality of the
world itself to force it back into equilibrium if circumstances
favored or disfavored one style over another; they could
implement design protocols to guarantee that new additions to
the world are always checked for their overall consequences on
different playing styles.

Yes, I wouldn't be banging on about this if it weren't the case
that there is indeed a proven model for player categorization
that has sufficient theoretical underpinnings to allow for a
predictive analysis of individual virtual worlds.

Player Types

For almost two decades, virtual worlds had no theories of
anything. There were theories of other things that were applied
to virtual worlds (as will be discussed in Chapter 6, "It's Not a
Game, It's a ..."), but no theories of virtual worlds themselves.
This changed in 1996, with the publication of Hearts, Clubs,
Diamonds, Spades: Players Who Suit MUDs# in the first issue of
the newly founded Journal of MUD Research?®. Its author was
Richard Bartle, that's me®; if that puts you off, please skip to the

next section.

Rather than reproduce the entire paper here in full, I'll instead
focus on its main points. Interested readers who prefer books to
web pages are referred to Bridgette Patrovsky and Jessica

4 http://www.mud.co.uk/richard/hcds.htm

5 http://www.brandeis.edu/pubs/jove. It's now the Journal of Virtual
Environments.

® This explains why I get to write this book and you don't.
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Mulligan's Developing Online Games: An Insider's Guide’, which
includes this paper as an appendix.

The Nature of “Fun”
Why do people play virtual worlds?

For non-entertainment worlds, the answer may be "because
they were told to.” If participation is voluntary, though, the
players must expect to get something out of their experience.
This may be practical knowledge useful in the real world —
playing a MOO to learn to program or to learn a foreign
language. For worlds with no pedagogical imperative, though,
why do people play?

Isn't it obvious? To have fun!

At a superficial level, that answer is fine. When you start looking
at it in detail, though, it starts to break down. Is having your
character killed by a monster fun? Is waiting three hours for a
dragon to spawn that may (but probably won't) be carrying a
rare item fun? Is spending 40 minutes tromping across a desert
without meeting a single fellow player fun?

Okay, then, perhaps people play because the sum of their
experience is fun. When you finally kill the monster, or the
dragon carries Rod of Bi'Gloot, or you reach the lost oasis, this
balances all the pain you went through to get there. But surely
in the end the rewards lose their luster, whereas the drudgery
never gets any more interesting?

Well maybe people play because, though it might not be very
fun, it's nevertheless more fun than not playing. People would

7 Bridgette Patrovsky and Jessica Mulligan: Developing Online Games: An
Insider’s Guide. Indianapolis, New Riders Publishing, 2003.
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have to have very sad lives for this to be the case, though,
wouldn't they? Unhappily, it's entirely possible that they do—
not everyone's real-world existence is an endless whirl of
stimulating social engagements in exotic locations.

Whatever it is that causes a player to come back to a virtual
world time and time again, there must be things happening
that, on the whole, they find enjoyable or personally rewarding.
This is what they call fun. There might not be alot of it, or there
may be a good deal of it, but it has to be there. Players enter a
virtual world to have fun; other people could have different
ideas about whether it's fun, but to that player it's fun. It's
relative to individuals.

In a virtual world context, the word "fun” therefore has a
slightly more specific meaning than in Standard English. It's the
supreme emotional state that the player expects to experience
as a result of playing in that world. It's a somewhat circular
definition: Players play so as to have fun, fun being what it is
they aim to feel when playing.

Perhaps by examining what players actually do in a virtual
world, the notion of what constitutes “fun” for particular
individuals could be broken down more productively?

Player Types

In 1989 and 1990, the senior players of MUD2 got into a debate
lasting several months to answer the question, “What do people
want out of a MUD?"” At its conclusion, I undertook an analysis
of their replies, and summarized their ideas of what constituted
“fun” for them as falling into one of four categories:

e Achievers. These people put the game-like aspect of the
virtual world to the fore. They like doing things that
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achieve defined?® goals, thereby progressing their
character through the world's built-in ranking system.

e Socializers. People for whom the greatest reward is
interacting with other people, through the medium of
the virtual world. Some do it as themselves; others role-
play behind a mask.

e Explorers. The ultimate delight for Explorers is increasing
their knowledge about the way the virtual world works.
Their joy is in discovery. They seek out the new.

e Killers. People who want to dominate others. The classic
way is through attacking them or otherwise making life
difficult for them?, but it also can manifest in less overt
fashion, such as politicking, rumor-mongering,
pedanticism, or guilt-trip maternalism (“No, it's okay,
you go and enjoy yourself. I'll just sit here by myself,
waiting for someone to come along, I'll think of
something to do...")™°.

These categories seemed correct empirically, but I couldn't be
sure that they were exhaustive. Perhaps there was another
category that I'd missed? I therefore needed a means of
formalizing the player types such that each of them could be
shown to be emergent from a more robust framework which
was guaranteed to be exhaustive.

I quickly realized that as there were four player types, a two-
dimensional graph (with four quadrants) would do the job.
However, I needed to find the right axes.

8 Defined by the virtual world, that is, getting points and rising levels.

9 In this context, they're generally referred to as griefers.

19 The word "killers” is perhaps unfortunate, given the misunderstandings
that arise because of it; "dominators” is a less emotive alternative that some
people prefer, although unfortunately it doesn't imply a desire to dominate
people (as with achievers, who want to ‘dominate’ the world).
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I immediately saw that achievers and explorers were more
interested in the game than in the players of the game, whereas
socializers and killers were more focused on the players than
any game aspects. This distinction provided one axis. What,
though, did achievers and either socializers or killers have in
common? Could the same partitioning work for explorers and
either killers or socializers?

I felt confident that achievers and killers were active, in that
they like doing things to other things (the game or its players,
respectively). Explorers and socializers were passive, in that
they liked things being done to them. I wasn't very happy with
this, however, as it was clear that socializers did like doing
things to other people (talking to them) and explorers did like
doing things to the game (experimenting).

Over the course of the next few years, I refined my ideas. I
relabeled the x-axis players/world instead of players/game,
because only achievers regarded the virtual world primarily as a
game'. I still had trouble with the y-axis, though. It wasn't until
I wrote the whole theory as a paper and submitted it for peer
review that I got the answer: Alan Schwartz, founding editor of
the Journal of MUD Research, suggested that explorers and
socializers both valued forms of interaction. This was exactly
what I needed to hear, and everything immediately fell into
place.

The resulting Player Interest Graph is shown in Figure 3.1.

"I also considered real/virtual, but didn't feel it was accessible enough.
Players/world deal in the manifestations of these concepts, and it is much
easier to get a handle on.
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ACTING
Killers Achievers

WORLD PLAYERS

Socializers Explorers

INTERACTING

Figure 3.1 Player Interest Graph.

This graph describes players in terms of two (continuous)
dimensions: How much they prefer acting on things as opposed
to interacting with them; how much they prefer to direct their
attentions toward the players or the world in which those
players are present (as characters).

e Achievers have fun acting on the virtual world.

e Explorers have fun interacting with the virtual world.
e Socializers have fun interacting with other players.

e Killers have fun acting on other players.

Although other categorizations are obviously possible (and may
well be superior), the use of opposing criteria for each of the
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axes in the Player Interest Graph shows that for this particular
approach the categorizations are exhaustive.

As it stands, this graph tells designers quite a bit. If you want to
increase the attraction of your virtual world to achievers, for
example, you should include more content that involves acting
upon the world; if you want to have more socializers, you should
facilitate the capability to interact with other players, and so on.
If you were to constrain the degree to which the world could be
changed (for example by making areas out of bounds to certain
groups of players), then you'd hit achievers and explorers but
not socializers and killers. If you were to increase the capability
to interact (for example by allowing players to keep notes on
anything in the world they right double-click on), then you'd
boost socializers and explorers but not achievers and killers.

It's possible to do this with other dimensions appropriate either
to particular virtual worlds or virtual worlds in general. For
example, a MUSH might have axes for story-telling/story-
building versus theory/practice. Someone who likes to teach
other people how to role-play would be in the theory/story-
telling quadrant, whereas someone who likes constructing new
content would be in the practice/story-building quadrant.
Designers will use whatever categorizations they find most
useful.

It's possible to do more with categorizations than merely state
them and demonstrate them to be exhaustive, though. Having
divided a set into four (or more) subsets, the question can be
asked: What dynamics exist between the sub-sets? Are they
independent (an increase in the number of people teaching how
to build would have minimal impact on the number of people
role-playing) or are there causalities (fewer people teaching how
to build eventually leads to fewer builders)?

This is where it gets interesting.
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Dynamics

In the wild, what effect does increasing the number of
wildebeests at a watering hole have on the number of lions in
the vicinity? Lions eat wildebeests, so the more wildebeests
there are, the greater the number of lions that will turn up
looking for a meal. However, wildebeests flee en masse when
they so much as sniff a lion. The more lions that show up, the
fewer wildebeest will hang around waiting to be eaten. This will
lead to a reduction in the number of lions, which will cause an
increase in the number of wildebeests, and so on, until
equilibrium is reached.

Suppose we were talking about a virtual world rather than a
watering hole. Substitute "killers” for "lions,” “socializers"” for
"wildebeests" and you get a reasonable approximation of the
relationship between the two.

This is an example of the dynamics of player types. Increasing or
decreasing the number of players practicing one playing style
can affect the number practicing another. This in turn can have
knock-on effects, and so on, until eventually the system finds
some point of balance.

There are two ways that player numbers can change (they can
rise or fall) and 10 possible pairings of types (A/A, A/E, A/E, A/K,
E/E, E/S, E/K, S/S, S/K, and K/K). Some of these are free of
dependencies—increasing or decreasing the number of
explorers has no direct result at all on the number of socializers,
and vice versa. Others have effects of varying degrees. Based on
empirical observations, the dynamics can be summarized as
follows:



More achievers leads to:

e Slightly fewer socializers
e More killers

Fewer achievers leads to:

e Slightly fewer socializers
e Fewer killers

More explorers leads to:

e More explorers

e Slightly fewer killers
Fewer explorers leads to:

e Slightly more killers
More socializers leads to:

e More socializers

e More killers

Fewer socializers leads to:
e Tewer socializers

e Tewer killers

More killers leads to:

e Tewer achievers

e Slightly fewer explorers
e Tar fewer socializers
Fewer killers leads to:

e More achievers

e Tar more socializers

Figure 3.2 shows these relationships.

Players
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Killers Achievers

g

y Explorer

Figure 3.2 Influence graph.

Key: An arrow represents an increase (solid) or decrease
(dashed) in the box from which it points. The effect on
the box it points at will be either to increase (solid
arrowhead) or decrease (open arrowhead) the contents
of that box. The effect will be either slight (thin line),
medium (medium line), or great (heavy line).

What Figure 3.2 shows is that most of the action concerns
killers and socializers, where killer numbers are sensitive to
those of socializers and socializer numbers are highly sensitive
to those of killers. Explorers keep themselves to themselves, but
have a mildly depressing effect on the number of killers; a
virtual world can really only ever benefit by attracting
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explorers. Achievers and killers are in equilibrium, and there's a
negative effect on the number of socializers if the number of
achievers changes (up or down).

How can this be used predictively?

As an example, suppose that for whatever reason (advertising, a
new patch, the closing of another virtual world) the number of
killers increased dramatically. What would happen? Looking at
the influence graph, it's clear that there would be a huge drop
immediately in the number of socializers. Socializers are in an
amplification loop with themselves—the more/fewer there are,
the more/fewer will come/go. Thus, the number of socializers
will drop even more until perhaps only a rump remains. Killers
also have a lowering effect on the number of achievers.
Lowering the number of achievers will reduce the number of
killers. Either this will eventually reach some balance, or the
numbers of both killers and achievers will drop so far that there
are too few left to maintain a critical mass and the game will die.

By repeating this exercise for all player types, stable
configurations can be discovered. It turns out there are four:

e Type 1. Killers and achievers in equilibrium, with hardly
any socializers and explorers.

e Type 2. Socializers in dominance, with everyone else
having only bit parts.

e Type 3. Abalance between all four types, with enough
explorers to control the killers.

e Type 4. An empty virtual world.

Of these, type 3 offers the best prospects for a world's longevity
(types 1 and 2 will tend toward type 4 eventually). However, it is
not clear that a large-scale virtual world, with its inherent
community fragmentation, could ever attain this state. This
explains why most virtual worlds are either social (typified by
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MUCKs, MUSHes, and MOOs) or adventure (typified by
DikuMUDs, LPMUDs, and the big, graphical games). In practice,
among the general public there are large numbers of socializers
and achievers in comparison to explorers and killers, so it's just
as well that types 1 and 2 are relatively stable.

After the underlying dynamics of a particular virtual world are
understood, it's possible for the live team to influence that
world's condition. If the number of socializers is dropping to the
extent that the world is becoming “too” achiever-oriented, a
simple solution might be to advertise the virtual world in a
manner that would be more likely to attract socializers than
achievers. Changes to the virtual world's design can also help,
for example by heavily increasing the challenge to achievers (so
as to persuade them to go around in groups, which socializers
like) or by adding socializer goodies (such as letting them write
their own in-world newspapers). There are plenty of ways to do
this'. Solutions are easy to come by (if not necessarily easy to
implement); you have to realize you have a problem first,
though.

Incidentally, there is a possibility that a virtual world can fake
the presence of a player type without actually having players of
that type around. The type most amenable to this is that of
killers. Players can tolerate being inconveniently beaten up by
mobiles more readily than they can by fellow players, and
mobiles have the advantage of being controllable. Surprisingly,
there is a lot to be said for this approach; although it doesn't
replicate the effect of having killers exactly, nevertheless it can
successfully approximate it to varying degrees. See the
discussion on persona death in Chapter 5, “Life in the Virtual
World,"” for more details.

> The original Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades paper lists over 30 examples.
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General Observations

I noted in Chapter 1 that many players of virtual worlds don't
consider themselves to be gamers, even if the virtual world is
billed as a game. What's more, they're correct— they aren't
gamers.

People sign up to large-scale commercial virtual worlds because
these are advertised as games, but once there they don't
necessarily want to play them as games; ironically, games have
become the new "noble content.” Players have different ways of
amusing themselves. Applying the player types categorizations:

e Achievers see virtual worlds as games. Their aim is to
improve, advance, and ultimately win (for some common,
easily stated, world-supported definition of “win").

e Explorers see them more as pastimes, such as reading,
gardening, or messing about in the kitchen. Reward
comes from discovery and furthering understanding.

e Socializers see virtual worlds as entertainment, such as
TV, clubs, or concerts. Discussion of the performance and
behavior of themselves and others is their main draw.

e Killers see virtual worlds as sport. This is of the huntin’,
shootin’, and fishin' kind, rather than the running the
100-meter or the marathon kind®. If the user base is
large enough, some killers may treat virtual worlds as
team sports—with themselves as captain or head coach.

It's interesting to postulate how pitching a virtual world as
something other than a game might work. To attract socializers,
for example, a world could be portrayed as a sophisticated chat
room with built-in toys that players can do things with; in this
context, achievement is a mere by-product that arises when

3 Although that's a possibility too if they enjoy crushing the opposition.
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people choose to use the toys to play games of their own
devising. This approach would apply well to something like The
Sims Online.

Of course, by focusing on only one notion of what a particular
virtual world "is,” there's a danger that people will believe it is
not for them and will stay away. Would achievers bother with
The Sims Online if it didn't at least nod in the direction of being a
game? It's only because of the growing opinion that computer
games don't have to be games (which was pioneered in part by
The Sims itself) that non-gamers have come round to accepting
them as noble content. However, if they entered a virtual world
and found that it really was all game, they wouldn't hang around
for long. Part of a designer’s work is therefore to ensure that the
philosophy governing what their virtual world is "about” is not
too exclusive. If the design sends the wrong messages to
players, it can alienate them.

On the other hand, there's a risk of going too far: That by trying
to please everybody, a designer can end up pleasing nobody. It
can be fine to tailor advertisements to particular audiences: The
movie Pearl Harbor'* was successfully sold as a war story in
America and a love story in Japan, for example. However, there
can be problems when groups with different expectations meet:
Japanese moviegoers would not necessarily have enjoyed Pearl
Harbor had they been sharing a theater with Americans
cheering the U.S. counter-attack. In describing a virtual world,
it's okay to tell all players the same thing; it's okay to tell them
the same thing in different ways; what isn't recommended is
telling them different things. There's a distinction between
saying “this is a game for everyone"” and “this is a game for you.”

4 Randall Wallace (writer) and Michael Bay (director), Pearl Harbor. USA,
Touchstone Pictures, 2001.
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What designers tell players shapes the way a virtual world is
perceived. “Tell” in this situation means through deeds rather
than words: A world may be promoted as a place where basket-
weavers are as respected as much as warriors, but when there
are 25 different kinds of weapons and two different kinds of
baskets, that's not what it's saying. This topic of how a design
can (for better or worse) send messages to players is discussed
in more detail in Chapter 5.

Using Player Types

Why use the player types model for virtual world design?

One purely pragmatic reason is that because it was the first
such model, everyone knows about it; it therefore provides
common ground for communicating ideas with other designers.
This is by no means the only reason, though.

The model's main strength is its categorization of players into
the four particular types: achievers, explorers, socializers, and
killers. It has its roots in a consideration of what people find fun
in virtual worlds, and is therefore attuned to situations that
might impact on this: all big design decisions, in other words. If
you're creating a virtual world and don't have an actual user
base yet, categorizing it along the lines the model advocates will
give you some idea of how the players might take to a feature
(or not); if you're running a live game, the model will suggest
how proposed changes might be received by existing players.

The dynamics that underlie the categorization are of less
practical use to most designers. Occasionally it might be that a
major, major alteration is planned, which will throw the balance
so out of whack that some compensatory change will be
necessary to stop a hemorrhage of players; this is not
something that is an issue most of the time, though. When you
add new functionality, it's useful to run through the player
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types to be sure it doesn't help or hurt any of them too much;
it's less useful to wonder what the next level of knock-on effects
will be. Dynamics are useful for consultants looking at virtual
worlds that have either no user base or a very ill one; for day-to-
day design, categorization is the handier tool.

You don't have to use this or any other model, of course. This
one happens to have been applied successfully over the years to
the players of a wide variety of virtual worlds, but that doesn't
mean another model might not help designers more. The main
problem is that there really aren’t any other models to speak of
right now; about the only other one in regular use categorizes
players on the basis of their experience— "What will newbies
make of this?” Perhaps the greatest service the player types
model has rendered is to show that theoretical design aids can
exist at all; if someone can produce a superior one, so much the
better.

The player types model does have its limitations, of course, and
designers should be aware of them. The main ones to watch out
for are:

e Itdoesn't address how players change style over time. The
classic path is killer to explorer to achiever to socializer, but
others are possible.

e It doesn't account for players who appear to play one style
while actually playing another. If your achievers regard
killing as achievement, it's bad; if your explorers see it as
worthy of exploration, it's a calamity.

e Ifavirtual world is large enough that it can split into
(geographical or social) sub-worlds, the model might apply
separately to individual sub-worlds but not to the world as a
whole.

e It assumes that players are independent. For virtual worlds
with large numbers of players, this may not be the case.
Killers don't often get along with each other, so in most
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worlds they play as lone wolves. However, in a large world
where one of them can lead a gang of 50 impressionable
achievers, their effect is somewhat magnified.

e It assumes that virtual worlds are independent. Players
might have cut their teeth in a different virtual world before
visiting this one.

e Itcan't account for poor design. If your world has too few
socializers, the model can suggest means by which to
increase the numbers, but they may not work. It has no way
of knowing you're running a MUD played using mobile
phones and that people just can't be bothered to thumb in
commands.

e Itisopen to misinterpretation. Players aren't always good
judges of their own playing style: Many achievers seem to
think they're killers or explorers; some killers mistakenly
label themselves as socializers. Asking self-appointed
representatives of one type what they think of a possible
major change could lead to a questionable result.

Beyond this, the model may apply but still be of little or no use.
Designers of worlds that people play for reasons other than
having fun (for example, to learn creative writing) have no real
need of it; designers of worlds that people can't have fun playing
(for example, because the worlds are depressing or
incomprehensible) have other problems they should solve first.

On the other hand, the model has been successfully applied
beyond the confines of virtual worlds into domains such as
online community management and tabletop RPGs'S.

'S Footnote addicts who looked at the Knights of the Dinner Table comic book
series after I mentioned it in Chapter 1 may be amused to consider the
following mapping: Bob/killer, Dave/achiever, Sara/socializer, Brian/explorer.
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Although designers working in areas related to virtual worlds
may find the player types model flexible enough to be of use, the
further they are away from the subject then the less likely the
dynamics are to work. They can use it to inform, but probably
not to prescribe.

I should point out that although this research has been used on
a number of occasions to “prove” that game-oriented virtual
worlds "need" killers, this is not the case. The model is
descriptive, not normative: It shows what will happen if the
proportions of player types changes, but doesn't advocate one
over another. If you want achievers but don't want killers, you
can have them; you need to be aware that without intervention
the achievers won't stay long, though. Similarly, if you design a
game targeted at killers, it will require a major effort to stop the
poor ones from quitting in frustration and the better ones
quitting when there's no one left to bully.

It is important to remember that even if the player types
dynamics are functioning and changes are being made with an
eye to the categorizations, it may all be worth nothing. External
influence can easily overwhelm the model. If the virtual world
crashes the whole time, or the customer service representatives
are unusually surly, or the price triples, then players have some
reason other than lack of fun to consider not playing. If that's
the case, designers should concentrate on high-profile changes
of whatever nature they feel is appropriate—anything, so long
as it will pull in some players after the problems are fixed. It's no
use trying to balance a player base when there are no players to
balance; recover the players, then balance it.

Most of these external effects need only be planned for as
contingencies, if at all. There is one, however, with which
designers do need to be concerned as it is the very life blood of
their virtual worlds: the newbie flow.
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The Newbie Flow

Imagine that your virtual world is a bucket, and players are
water. There are holes in the bucket through which the water
escapes. If you don't add water regularly, eventually it will all
leak away. There may be a pool at the very bottom that isn't
high enough to reach the lowest hole—that's you and your die-
hard players. Eventually, even this will evaporate away, though.

All virtual worlds need a flow of newbies if they are to survive. It
doesn't matter how wonderful your world is or how dedicated
your players are: If you don't have newbies, you're in big trouble.

The flow does not have to be constant, just regular. As long as
your bucket is big enough to accommodate a sudden wave of
newbies should one arrive (for example, because school is out, or
because of TV coverage), it's enough that the average inflow
does not fall below the average outflow.

So far, so faucet/drain.

Designers don't get to control where newbies come from
directly, although by designing an appealing virtual world they
can do so indirectly (as players tell their real-life friends how
great it is*®). Newbies can sometimes show up on their own,
having been looking for a virtual world that suits them and
deciding to give this one a try. For small-scale virtual worlds,
these two sources are often sufficient to keep everything ticking
over nicely. Otherwise, if you want newbies, then you have to
use marketing to entice them through your door.

16 Hopefully not so great that they have lost all their real-life friends by the
time they emerge from it.
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Well, that's not absolutely true: There is another possibility that
I alluded to in Chapter 1—the newbie hose'. This is where
someone else has control of a flow of newbies and points it in
your direction. The classic example is when a virtual world has
links with a large portal that isn't ashamed of it, as with those
on AOL in the mid-1990s. This is not the only way a newbie hose
can arise, though. The buzz among the first players of EverQuest
was so great that normal word-of-mouth became effectively a
newbie hose; Star Wars Galaxies got one by virtue of its license.

The advantage of a newbie hose is that it doesn't matter how
full of holes your bucket is, there's so much water going into it
that it's always full. Hey, you can even add more buckets if you
want. The disadvantage of the newbie hose is that sooner or
later it either empties the tank or gets pointed elsewhere. When
that happens, someone has to answer the very real question of
where the newbies are going to come from instead.

The rate at which people leave a virtual community is called
churn. It's expressed as a percentage of the user base that leaves
over a set time period (a month is implied, but other periods are
possible). Thus, if you have 100,000 players in your virtual world
and every month 5,000 of them fail to renew their subscription,
the churn is 5%. This would mean that on average players would
last 20 months before quitting. In general, the aim is to keep the
churn as low as possible®®.

Companies don't publish their churn rates, because the figures
can affect share prices adversely. AOL, for example, used to run
at around 3% churn, but when it was unable to reduce this it

7 The term comes from Clement Chambers, whose company On-line ran
Federation II in the UK after CompuNet closed down. He also coined the
prefix massively multiplayer.

8 For non-commercial virtual worlds, churn is harder to measure because
you can never be sure when someone has actually "left.”
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stopped releasing the data and emphasized absolute subscriber
numbers instead; later, it advocated using the total time that
users spent online as a measure of its increasing success'.

Established virtual worlds have churn rates under 5%2°, which is
considered excellent for this kind of product. A newbie hose
masks churn, though. If a virtual world is growing by 3,000
players a month, everything looks rosy. However, that's a net
increase. If 3,000 people signed up and none left, it's good; if
103,000 signed up and 100,000 left, it's not so good. An August
2002 article** quoting SOE stated that EverQuest players stayed
with the game for eight months®2. That means an average of
one-eighth of EQ players quit every month—around 54,000 of
them, in other words. Given that EQ was experiencing a net
growth of around 2,300 players a month at the time?3, this
suggests that they were signing up 56,300 new subscriptions.
Attracting 56,300 new subscribers a month is very impressive;
losing 54,000 is also very impressive, but for different reasons.
A churn of 12.5% for a user base the size of EverQuest's makes
them very reliant on a newbie hose, which perhaps explains
SOE's decision to expand into the Korean market in 2003.

The importance of the newbie flow is so great that designers
should put as little in the way of it as possible. It might be
argued that those designers benefiting from the luxury of a

19 Actually, 3% churn isn't bad for an online service. A CompuServe executive
once told me its churn ran at 10%, although that may have been part of a sob
story to convince me to take a cut in the royalties for British Legends. If it
was, it didn't work.

20 MUD2's is approximately 4%, for example.

# Tim Green, Brave New World. London, MCV, Intent Media, August 30 2002.
22T assume this does not include players who quit in the first, "free” month
(for which churn is by far the worst).

23 According to SOE press releases, EverQuest had 400,000 subscribers in late
June 2001 and 430,000 in late July 2002, which gives an average net gain of
about 2,300 per month for that period.
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newbie hose can concentrate on retention (that is, keeping
people who have lasted a few sessions in the virtual world)
rather than attraction; for the majority of virtual worlds,
though, newbie-friendliness should always come before oldbie-
friendliness. Most of the time, the two can exist in harmony
anyway, with those problems that do arise only doing so
because the designers forget one or the other. Sometimes,
though, what interests oldbies can put off newbies entirely.
Chapter 5 discusses an important example of this (the trickle-
down effect) in more detail.

Player types can help with the newbie flow. They're no use for
absolute newbies, who are often so confused or shy that they
simply don't know what to do (therefore the first concern of
designers is to persuade them to do anything at all!). However,
once a player has found their feet, player styles apply. Many
newbies will first want to ascertain the established norms of
behavior (which can involve killer-style behavior), whereupon
they will spend a period exploring the virtual world and their
abilities within it. Having gained the necessary skills and
knowledge, they can start to play “properly” as an achiever.
Months later, when they have reached the top, they retire into
the life of socializer. This is the killer to explorer to achiever to
socializer path I mentioned earlier. Not all players follow this
“main sequence,” of course, and not all of them follow it at the
same speed. Someone who is at heart a socializer will soon
decide that exploring and achieving is not for them, and will
reach the final stage early; someone who is basically a gamer
will achieve everything they can do, then find there's little to do
but chat or leave (so they'll leave).

Coming back to newbie streams, then, the things that designers
should concentrate most on for inexperienced players are
enabling them to find the world's behavioral boundaries quickly
and providing plenty of interesting things to see and do that
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will help them develop their playing skills?4. Support from
customer service greeters can make some of this run more
smoothly in practice, but that doesn't mean designers should
shirk their responsibilities.

At this early stage, there's a possibility that designers can affect
the future playing styles of impressionable or open-minded
newbies. A player who is an achiever in other virtual worlds
may discover the joys of being an explorer in yours, if you let
them see what they're missing. If you want more of one player
type than another, then making it appealing to newbies is a way
to achieve your goal. This is not to say that players should be
given the hard sell: It's about presenting opportunities, not arm-
twisting. EverQuest 2 has a particularly impressive scheme for
bedding in newbies (even though what they're bedded into isn't
a whole lot different from EverQuest 1).

A balance of player types among newbies isn't important. After
they jump off the main sequence and start to play in the style
that best suits them, that's when they join the majority for
which standard type dynamics apply. An overall balance among
non-newbies is important, because balance leads to retention.
Meanwhile, the next batch of newbies is beginning the process,
and the wheel turns once more.

We'll be looking at the concept of “main sequence” in some
detail later on in this chapter. It gets a Whole Lot More
Complicated.

24 But not so many that the newbie is overwhelmed. With graphical virtual
worlds, there is a case for providing special newbie-friendly client skins, so as
not to expose newbies to the full majesty of what awaits. Textual worlds do
this implicitly by only initially telling newbies about the commands they
need to know—the rest can be found deeply nested in help trees or through
conversation with more experienced players.
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The Bartle Test

The final point to mention about player types is the Bartle Test.

I'm often asked about the Bartle Test, on the grounds that
because it bears my name I must be responsible for it. Sadly, I'm
not. The test is the brainchild of Erwin S. Andreasen and
Brandon A. Downey, who wrote it in response to my player
types paper so as to test the theory.

The Bartle Test is an online binary-choice questionnaire?®s that
players of virtual worlds can take to discover what player type
they are. As such, it offers potentially very useful information
for designers. Are players mainly achievers and socializers, as
empirical observation would suggest? Just how numerous are
killers? Are there large numbers of silent explorers out there
that no one knows about? How do the different codebases
compare? Answers to these questions could provide solid
figures that would help designers visualize the make-up of the
user base they have or they want.

The result of having taken the Bartle test is a Bartle Quotient,
expressed as three letters. For example, ASK?® means you're
foremost an achiever, then a socializer, and then a killer. The
first letter in the result therefore indicates a person's primary
playing style.

Of the 176,000+ people®’ who had taken the test by April 2003,
29% rated as explorers, 25% as socializers, 23% as killers, and
21% as achievers. Of the combinations, SEA was highest at 12%,
followed by ESA at 10% and EAS at 8%.

%5 http://www.andreasen.org/bartle/

26 ASK is the rating you get if you answer all the questions with the first of
the two options presented.

%7 Their numbers grow by over a hundred a day.



Players

These figures almost certainly do not reflect anything like the
actual split among players. Reasons for this include

e Participants in the test are self-selecting. Most don't hear
about it until they've played a virtual world for a while,
therefore they are not representative of the general user
population.

e Itisclear from the nature of many of the questions what
is being tested for, which means players can give the
answer they believe will lead to a cooler rating (for
example, explorer or killer) rather than the truth.

e There is no "neither” answer. A socializer being asked to
choose between defeating an enemy and exploring an
area may as well flip a coin to answer, given that they
don't particularly care for either.

e Some answers favor two or more types. Killers and
achievers would probably both prefer defeating an
enemy to exploring an area, but the questionnaire can't
disambiguate them.

e Tiesaren't handled very well. If you choose achiever and
socializer answers with equal frequency, you will be
recorded as favoring A over S.

Just because the test is flawed, that doesn't mean it's useless,
however. It helps players, for sure, because it lists the virtual
worlds that most closely match each player type combination.
So many people have taken the test that it has a large database
of scores for individual virtual worlds (over 700 of them); if you
end a test with a rating of ASK, you'll be shown a list of the five
virtual worlds that have the most players also rating ASK, and
the actual percentages involved. Alternatively, if you're a killer
and want to find a game full of socializers to annoy, you can look
at the overall statistics and find that out too. The figures may
not be formally accurate, but they're pretty good in relative
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terms. If one virtual world scores fewer achievers than another,
the chances are it really does have fewer achievers?,

For designers, the overall average scores aren't too helpful as
they are skewed by the popularity of the virtual worlds from
which the figures are derived. The ratings for individual virtual
worlds are of more interest (see Table 3.1).

Table 3.1 Bartle Quotients by Virtual Worlds

Ultima Online EverQuest Asheron’s Call Dark Age of
Camelot

SEA 11% ESA 12% ESA 12% SEA 8%

ESA 10% SEA11% EAS 10% ESA 8%

EAS 8% EAS 10% SEA 8% EAS 7%

This shows the three top-rated quotients for each of the first
four virtual worlds to obtain results from 1,000 respondents.
There are obvious similarities: None of these quotients involve
killers®? and none of them place achievers first. The actuality
may be different, of course (EQ is achiever heaven, but you
wouldn't know it from this set of data). However, as relative
values they allow some conclusions to be drawn:

e UO and EQ are fairly similar, although UO allows a little
more variety (its ratios are slightly lower).

e AC is heavy with explorers—exactly the kind of people who
would be expected to like the idea of story arcs.

e DAoC accommodates playing styles less rigidly than the
others (its ratios are much lower). This is perhaps because
many of its players cut their teeth on UO, EQ, or AC but were

28 This makes MUD1's perennial placement in the bottom five for socializers
all the more interesting.
29 This may be because killers tend to get banned from these virtual worlds.
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unsatisfied; DAoC (with its RvR system) could provide a
different experience, so they switched.

Bartle Test results don't allow designers to infer much about an
individual virtual world in isolation. However, the relative
effects of a major difference between otherwise similar virtual
worlds (for example, ones sharing a codebase) can be judged. If a
designer is considering such a feature for their own game, some
indication of the possible effects on its user base can thus be
derived.

For the record, I haven't taken the Bartle Test. This isn't because
I object to it—I don't. Rather, it's because I can no longer play
virtual worlds for fun, so I can't answer fun-related questions.
Any responses I did give would depend solely on the player I
was role-playing at the time, which would rather miss the test's
point.

Other Categorizations

Although my player types categorization is perhaps the best
known of those available to designers, it is not the only one.
There are many others, of which three are of particular interest.
Two of these are based on anecdotal evidence, and one on
statistics.

Social Dimensions

One of the earliest systems to use a primarily graphical
interface was Habitat, which appeared in the mid-1980s.
Although not strictly speaking a virtual world (it was essentially
a graphical chat room), it nevertheless did have close
similarities and is regarded as an important milestone in the
development of graphical virtual worlds.
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The system administrator3° of Habitat between 1986 and 1988
(during what would nowadays be called its beta-test phase) was
F. Randall Farmer. In 1992, he wrote a paper describing some of
his observations about the social dimensions of online
communities3.

Randy noticed that players behave in one of five different ways:

e Passives. People who want to be entertained without
effort on their part. Habitat was only one of their online
activities. 75% of players by number, but only 20% by
connect time.

e Actives. Players for whom Habitat was their main online
activity. They got involved as soon as they logged in, and
used up most of the total connect time.

e Motivators. People who make life interesting for the other
players by organizing events, setting up institutions,
opening debates. A good ratio is one motivator for every
50 passives and actives.

e Caretakers. Mature motivators, who may be employees of
the developer. They helped newbies, mediated conflicts,
noted bugs, and did other things that would today fall
into the province of customer service.

e Geek Gods®?. The designers and implementers who
ensure that the virtual world works, and who make
changes when it doesn't.

3¢ The Habitat term was Oracle.

3 F. Randall Farmer, Social Dimensions of Habitat's Citizenry. Carl Eugene
Loefiler & Tim Anderson (eds.), The Virtual Reality Casebook. New York, Van
Nostrand Reinhold, 1992.

32 It's a self-deprecating pun on Greek Gods.
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The categories here are quite vague, and two of them concern
groups of people not normally considered to be proper “players”
anyway. However, it's not so much the categorizations that are
important as the fact that Randy noticed there was a pattern
involved—what he called the Path of Ascension. Players started
off as passives, then became actives, then motivators, then
caretakers, then finally geek gods. People should be encouraged
to move along the path in order to develop a vibrant, thriving
community.

It may seem today that all this is fairly obvious. Of course you
should try to get people more involved in the community! Did
people really ever think differently?

Yes they did. Back then, players were frequently lumped
together as an amorphous mass, especially by the big online
services. There was a recognition that there were useful
"mother hen" people who would do all your organizing for you
happily and without pay, but no one gave any thought to where
these individuals might come from—they were just there. Randy
pointed out how they got there, and how to get them there.

Unfortunately (for them), this had little influence on the big
online services. The way they saw it, there were fewer people at
each step of the path, so transition meant a loss of players. If
75% of the players were using 20% of the bandwidth, then any
movement would reduce the overall number of players while
increasing the bandwidth. Even with players being charged by
the hour, this was too big a price to pay, so they kept the status
quo. As a result, the community became sterile and unattractive
to newbies.

The Path of Ascension concerns the development of players as
they grow in maturity. As such, at least in its first three steps it
ought to be related to the main sequence of the player types
model; we'll see how, exactly, a little later.
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A further refinement to the idea of progression came with the
notion of “Circles.”

Circles

Circles is the name given by then Ultima Online player Hedron to
his 19983 description of how players advance through different
states of maturity. Although it is not a particularly well-known
approach, I shall describe it here because it makes some very
insightful observations34.

Hedron's vision is of virtual world players organized as
concentric circles. They begin in the outer circles, and advance
in their experience and attitudes through the inner circles; the
analogy is (ultimately) the mandala of Buddhism, which
adherents can use to symbolize conditions of spirituality that
they desire to re-create through mental exercises.

From observation, Hedron postulates six circles, representing
six increasingly higher states of being for players in virtual
worlds:

e First Circle—Survival. Players begin as newbies. Their main
concerns are acquiring the basic skills, stats, and items they
need simply to survive.

e Second Circle—Competence. After players have sufficient
expertise so that they can make progress, they begin to do
so. The virtual world becomes more “fun.”

e Third Circle—Excel. Having become "pretty good,” players
aim to become “very good.” They seek out the toughest
challenge that they can find in order to "beat” it.

33 http://www.falseprophecies.com/sixcircles.htm
34 You'll have to wait until Chapter 5 to discover just how insightful they are,
I'm afraid!
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e Fourth Circle—Prove Mastery. Having acquired technical
mastery, players feel the need to demonstrate this to other
players. They will typically do this either by
helping/mentoring/leading or by attacking them3.

e Fifth Circle—Seek New Challenges. Players feel that they have
exhausted everything that the virtual world has
programmed in for them to do. The only entertainment left
is interaction with other players.

e Sixth Circle—Everything Is One. Players recognize all ways
that people can play the virtual world, and have a full
understanding of the merits of them all. Players accept and
appreciate each other, the virtual world, and the way things
are.

Hedron's article goes into some depth about the options
available to players at the fifth circle, at least one of which
(leaving to play some other virtual world) does not necessarily
lead to the sixth circle. There's no need to discuss that here,
however.

All three of the approaches discussed so far rely on the
observations of individuals for their substance. There is a more
scientific approach available, however: statistics.

Facets

The most extensive study of the player base for any individual
virtual world is Nick Yee's The Norrathian Scrolls3®. This
important survey is famed for both its extensiveness and its
statistical rigor. It considers the real-world and in-game
demographics for EverQuest, and correlates the two. For

35 When this article was written, Ultima Online still had problems with bands
of roving killers.

3 Nick Yee, The Norrathian Scrolls, 2001.
http://www.nickyee.com/eqt/report.html.
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example, it provided concrete evidence that (on the whole) male
players tend more toward achievement than female players and
that (on the whole) female players tended more toward
socializing. Its scope also considered other issues of use to
academic researchers (for example virtual gender-bending).

Although The Norrathian Scrolls found differences among
players based on their real-world demographics, they were not
strong enough to be of use to designers. Yes, on the whole male
players are more driven by achievement than female players,
but there are nevertheless plenty of female players who are
achievers and plenty of male ones who are socializers. Nick
therefore decided to undertake a second survey to look for more
fundamental differences—ones that did not make reference to
real-world demographics.

In March 2002, he introduced the notion of facets?”.

The point of Nick Yee's second study was to answer the
question, “"What do people want out of a game?"3®, The
methodology employed was to ask respondents a series of
multi-choice questions concerning their motivation for playing
in graphical virtual worlds?®?, then running a statistical analysis
on the results. The multichoice questions themselves were
constructed so as to act as indicators for the four player types
and a number of other relationships that Nick had noticed in his
previous studies. The point of this was to see if the answers that

37 Nick Yee, Facets: 5 Motivational Factors for Why People Play MMORPG's.
2002.

http://www.nickyee.com/facets/home.html

38 But for using the word “game" rather than "MUD," this is the same
question that my player types paper attempts to answer.

39 Of the 6,700 respondents, the split was: EverQuest 5,486, Dark Age of
Camelot 1,044, Asheron’s Call 83, and Anarchy Online 68.
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players provided really did cluster toward the player types, or
whether there were more "natural” motivational groupings.

A factor analysis of the responses discovered five significant
motivations (the facets):

e Relationship. The desire to make meaningful relationships
with other players in the virtual world.

e Immersion. The desire to become immersed in the virtual
world.

e Grief. The desire to objectify other players for personal gain.

e Achievement. The desire to become powerful within the
context of the virtual world.

e Leadership. The assertiveness and sociability of the player.

Immersion and leadership are qualities not addressed in the
player types model. Relationship matches the socializer type
well, emphasizing the formation of relationships as a primary
motivation. Achievement matches the achiever type well, too,
with evidence that the reason players like to achieve is so as to
become powerful in the virtual world. Grief corresponds
roughly with killers, although not to the extent that it covers
the "interfering busybody” variety. Most interestingly, explorers
don't appear to exist as a type at all.

Because of the lack of evidence for explorers, the survey was
amended to promote those factors that would indicate their
existence?®°. Nevertheless, the result did not change. Either:
Explorers do not play graphical virtual worlds; explorers do not
answer questionnaires; explorers subvert questionnaires; or,
explorer is an insignificant type (if it exists at all). This is
especially interesting because it seems to contradict the

49 This "improved” questionnaire was answered by a further 500
respondents.
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findings of the Bartle Test (which in turn contradicts my own
empirical observations).

Of course, the study has its flaws, many of which are discussed
in the paper itself. Among the most pertinent are

e The motivations suggested by the survey are implicit in
the questions.

e Brainstorming motivations is as subjective as
brainstorming player types.

e There is no guarantee that there are only five facets, just
that there are at least five facets.

e There is no guarantee that the facets are all at the same
level of abstraction. They might be like "orange, banana,
lemon, lime, fruit.”

e The labeling of the facets is not provided by the factor
analysis.

e Some of the facets overlap, but some don't. Leadership
could be an expression of an achievement, grief, or
relationship facet, but not of immersion.

None of these flaws are show-stoppers at this stage of the
research. More work needs to be done, of course, particularly in
constructing an underlying mechanism to model the
motivations, but already there are some interesting results. The
non-appearance of explorers is perhaps the most significant of
these, but a follow-up study* also suggested a number of others.
From a designer’s point of view, the big ones are

e Highly immersive does not mean highly addictive (and vice
versa). Players can feel they are in a world without suffering
withdrawal when they are absent from it.

4 Nick Yee, Codename Blue: An Ongoing Study of MMORPG Players. 2002.
http://www.nickyee.com/codeblue/home.html.
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e Immersion and addiction both imply retention. Players who
experience strong feelings of presence in a virtual world, or
who feel anxious when they are not playing, will keep their
accounts for longer.

e Stickiness is strongest for relationships, then for
achievement, then for leadership. If you want people to stay
with your virtual world for longer, you should first and
foremost try to foster relationships between them. It's more
effective than locking them into an advancement system. It's
more effective than locking them into a team.

These observations alone would make facets worthy of serious
consideration by designers, and further research in this area is
eagerly awaited. It's good to know what the correlations are, but
it would be better if we knew why they are. If a model could be
devised which was able to articulate the causalities that lead to
these conclusions, we'd have a theory rather than merely data.
Designers could then use it both predictively and quantitatively,
backed up by actual numbers.

Facets have the potential to supersede player types as the de
facto means by which players are categorized. More research is
necessary, but for the moment the results are very promising.

Levels of Immersion

One of Nick Yee's facets is immersion. This is a concept with a
long and distinguished history in role-playing contexts*? and it
has been mentioned a number of times already in this book. So
what, exactly, is it?

42 The first use of it that I can find with regard to a virtual world is an editor's
introduction to an article I wrote for an early computer magazine: "Richard
Bartle immerses himself in MUD."” Richard Bartle, Stuck in the MUD. London,
Your Commodore, Argus Press, March 1985.
http://www.mud.co.uk/richard/ycmar8s.htm.
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Fundamentally, immersion is the sense that a player has of
being in a virtual world. The more immersive a virtual world, the
greater its ability to immerse its players. Some virtual worlds
(particularly non-game ones) deliberately aim for low
immersion, so as not to distract from their purpose; most,
however, aim to be as immersive as possible.

Although players can experience many degrees of immersion,
there are conceptual or emotional barriers along the way that
players must pass if they are to proceed further. Immersion can
therefore most usefully be described in terms of a series of

levels:
e Dlayer
e Avatar

e Character
e DPersona

The human being sitting at the computer, interacting with the
virtual world, is a player. The player will be controlling an object
within the virtual world that is associated with them. The way
the player regards that object is a measure of their immersion. If
they consider it simply to be a computer construction with
which they don't identify (as they might, say, a document in a
word processor), then they are not immersed.

Most players of virtual worlds easily identify with the object
they control. At the very least, they regard the object as their
representative in the virtual world. For them, the object is their
avatar—a puppet that they control and the conduit through
which they act. Players will refer to their avatars in the third
person, but may flesh them out with a few personality quirks.
“Alice has a thing about cats, so she won't go near them.” On the
whole, though, avatars are mere conveniences—ways to effect
change in a virtual world.
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The next stage is for players to stop thinking of the object they
control as their representative, but rather as their
representation. The object is a tokenization of the player. This is
the character level, at which the majority of players are found. A
character is an extension of a player's self, a whole personality
that the player dons when they enter the virtual world. Players
may maintain several characters, each a distinct and rounded
personality, which the player treats as a friend. Characters are
referred to by name; although a player might say, "I lost my
sword last night,” what they mean is more like, “Thorina lost her
sword when I was playing her last night.”

Avatars are dolls, characters are simulacra, but neither are
people. The final level of immersion—the one which makes
virtual worlds wholly different to anything else—is that of the
persona.

A persona is a player, in a world. That's in it. Any separate
distinction of character is gone—the player is the character.
You're not role-playing a being, you are that being; you're not
assuming an identity, you are that identity; you're not
projecting a self, you are that self. If you're killed in a fight, you
don't feel that your character has died, you feel that you have
died®. There's no level of indirection, no filtering, no question:
You are there.

This is something that many people examining virtual worlds
from the outside fail to understand. Avatars and characters are
just steps along the way. Looking at characters to try to develop
an understanding of why virtual worlds are so appealing is
pointless except in the case of die-hard role-players. Sometimes

43 Not that anyone could ever verify that this is what having died actually
feels like, of course.
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full immersion is likened to an altered state of consciousness*4;
this is much closer to the truth, but still misses the mark (you
can daydream while in a virtual world without leaving it).

It's about identity. When player and character merge to become
a persona, that's immersion; that's what people get from virtual
worlds that they can't get from anywhere else; that’s when they
stop playing the world and start living it.

I should point out that my use of some of the terms here is
rather technical. In my explanation of the different levels of
immersion, [ was at pains to refer to the object that the player is
associated with as just that, an “object.” In everyday use,
designers will use the terms “players,” “avatars,” and
“characters” almost interchangeably. Even at the technical level,
there can be differences: Some designers, for example, use
"avatar” to refer strictly to what I have called “character,”
preferring “puppet” for what I have called "avatar;” others use it
to refer to the graphical representation of a character as
rendered on a screen (as opposed to the in-world object itself).
There's also a possible additional level between player and
avatar, subordinate, whereby the player treats their world object
as an independent agent able to obey commands but capable of
autonomous action; in practice, though, virtual worlds are set
up such that almost every player skips the stage entirely.

Immersion is connected to the computer-mediated
communication (CMC) idea of presence—the illusion that a
mediated experience is not mediated?s. Presence manifests in

44 Bromberg, Heather. Are MUDs Communities? Identity, Belonging and
Consciousness in Virtual Worlds. Rob Shields (editor), Cultures of Internet:
Virtual Spaces, Real Histories, Living Bodies. London, Sage, 1996.

45 Matthew Lombard and Theresa Ditton, At the Heart of It All: The Concept of
Presence. Los Angeles, Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication,
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several forms, of which two (“presence as immersion"” and
"presence as transportation”) together correspond well with
what virtual world designers mean by "immersion;” others,
particularly “presence as realism,” can help effect immersion.

In a CMC context, transportation concerns is the sense a user
has that something is elsewhere from where it really is; for
virtual worlds, the "something” is the player and the
"elsewhere” is the virtual world. The CMC idea of immersion
does not rely on transportation, but is otherwise quite similar to
what virtual world designers mean by the term. The main
difference is one of emphasis: CMC researchers view
"perceptual immersion” and “psychological immersion” as equal
partners; virtual world designers view psychological immersion
as paramount, considering perceptual immersion to be merely
one of many possible means to achieve that end.

Immersion is also connected with the psychological concept of
flow?®. Indeed, some designers see the two as equivalent. Flow is
an exhilarating sense of control and mastery that can arise from
pursuing a focused, goal-driven activity; it's a deep involvement
that transcends distractions and sense of time, leading to an
ecstatic state of peak productivity. However, although flow

University of Southern California, September 1997.
http://www.ascusc.org/jcmc/vol3/issue2/lombard.html.

For a description specific to virtual worlds, see John Towell and Elizabeth
Towell, Presence in Text-Based Networked Virtual Environments or "MUDs."”
Presence: Teleoperators and Virtual Environments Vol. 6 (5). Cambridge MA,
MIT Press, October 1997.
http://www.fragment.nl/mirror/various/Towell_et_al.1997.Presence_in_MU
Ds.htm.

46 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. New
York, Harper & Row, 1990. For a description specific to virtual worlds, see
Katelyn McKenna and Sangchul Lee, A Love Affair with MUDs: Flow and Social
Interaction in Multi-User Dungeons. http://www.uni-koeln.de/~amo40/
muds/ipages/mud.htm.
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regularly occurs in virtual worlds, it's not the kind of immersion
that I'm talking about here. Players can be fully immersed
without any sense of ecstasy—indeed, they could be quite
miserable. Flow and immersion (as I mean it here) can play off
each other, but neither is dependent on the other.

Immersion is an important concept in virtual world design,
because it plays so much a part in conveying the entire virtual
experience. Without immersion, there is a fence between player
and virtual world; with immersion, the barriers are lifted—
players can concentrate on doing what they want to do, on
being what they want to be.

That said, the role of immersion is often misunderstood. It's an
important facilitator, but that's all it is: Although players
intensely enjoy being immersed, imbuing immersion is not itself
the ultimate aim of virtual world design. It does lie on the right
path, but a little further back than many designers suppose.

I'm getting increasingly philosophical here, but it's not
immersion itself that is intoxicating; rather, it's what
immersion helps deliver: identity.

The Celebration of Identity

I have a story to tell.

Polly’s Tale

So it's a weekend in 1980. I'm in a computing laboratory with 15
students, all of whom are playing my game, MUD. This being
1980, and this being a computing laboratory, and this being a
weekend, everyone here is male. The female computer science
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undergraduates have better ways to occupy themselves (mainly
concerning male noncomputer science undergraduates).

I'look around at my friends and realize that chances are not one
of us has ever had a girlfriend%’, nor have we any prospect of
ever finding one. We regard all the female students on our
course as people rather than as girls, and we'd no sooner hit on
one of them than we would on each other. We're desperately
short of social skills. The non-computing girls on campus are
split between those who shy away in horror and those who
laugh in our faces. It's pointless even trying: We're
inexperienced and out-gunned.

None of us is happy with the situation, but we're resigned to it.
We suffer in silence together. Here we are on a beautiful
weekend, sitting around computers writing and playing games.

It's so sad! I see decent, honest, likeable guys becoming more
and more set in their defensive, insular ways. They're not bad
people, but they're hiding themselves away! They need to grow
their personalities, not retreat into them! Yet how can they do
so, knowing that every attempt to change will inevitably end in
humiliation? There ought to be some means by which they
could behave in ways that they wouldn't ordinarily, yet be safe
from the consequences of failure. If they could experiment,
could make adjustments, could see themselves succeeding,
could discover and emphasize those aspects of themselves they
most admired; might this not equip them to behave a similar
way in real life?

Then I look at my screen, and a thought occurs to me. (To be
continued...)

47 Or boyfriend. Essex University was politically correct years before the
term came into vogue.
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To Be, or What to Be?

The celebration of identity is the fundamental, critical,
absolutely core point of virtual worlds.

Yes, that is quite some assertion.

Except for those worlds that people play for purely practical
reasons (such as virtual classrooms), everything that players do
ultimately concerns the development of their own identity: who
they are. It's why achievers achieve, explorers explore,
socializers socialize, and killers creep up from nowhere and
batter you with a stick.

You can't design for it, because everything affects it; yet for the
same reason, you can't not design for it—it touches everything
you do. It's portable, so it's beyond a designer’s reach—it can be
used across many virtual worlds?®. It's unquantifiable—you
can't rate for "identity” the actions, objects, structures, or
anything else that's programmed in. You can design for certain
expressions of identity, and you can design ways to channel
these expressions, but you can't do so systematically. Identity
flowering is an inherent property of virtual worlds; if you
control it or repress it or subvert it, the changes you'd have to
make to do so would leave you with something that was no
longer a virtual world.

Okay, you've let me babble on about this for a couple of
paragraphs, but enough is enough. Ask a dozen players why
they play virtual worlds, and you'd be lucky if even one gave an
answer that even hinted at “the celebration of identity.” They
usually reply in terms that categorize them as being an

48 And beyond. Many players like to write fiction about their characters, for
example.
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achiever, explorer, socializer, or killer (which is how I derived
those types in the first place). To convince you that identity
really is the fundamental, critical, absolutely core point of
virtual worlds, I'm going to have to provide some evidence.

Fair enough. Let's start with some empirical observations.

Players of virtual worlds often notice that they behave
differently in the virtual world than they do in real life. They
may be more (or less) assertive, talkative, flirtatious,
argumentative, pensive, creative—the list just goes on. For
some people, the changes are more dramatic than for others,
but most players would concede that they do seem

to have a virtual personality that's different from their real one.
Generally, they like their virtual personality more than their real
one, but not always. Reflecting on this difference will cause
them to make judgments about themselves, therefore their
personality (virtual or real) will either shift*® or the two will
remain in conflict until the issue is resolved.

Most players maintain several characters in a virtual world (if
that world allows it). Some may be for specific purposes (for
example mules, to do drudge work for the main character) and
others may be the result of failed experiments ("Hmm, so elven
thieves don't really work"). There are often two or three, though,
that the player uses regularly, depending on their mood. If
they're depressed, they may choose their dark, brooding magic-
user; if they're angry, they may choose their barbarian warrior
to let off some steam; if they're wistful, perhaps their bard
would suit best. In these situations, the players are using their
various characters in the virtual world to work through their
real-life issues. They'll grow as people because of it.

49 This is called slippage in psychology literature.
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Suppose you had poor social skills, and found a social
environment where this didn't matter. Merely by interacting in
that environment, your skills would improve. In real life, you
might be shy and awkward, but if you found a place where wild
self-expression was not only permissible, but also positively
encouraged, you could suddenly bloom. In becoming
accustomed to this virtual personality, you might gain sufficient
confidence to be able to maintain it in real life. You wouldn't
necessarily even have to think about it, it could just happen.
Wouldn't that mean you'd developed as a person?

So, after those three cod-psychology examples we can probably
agree that it's possible— common, even—for people to exhibit
different behaviors in a virtual world and in reality. This was
noticed by academics early in research into virtual worlds. Amy
S. Bruckman's groundbreaking paper on the subjects® was
published back in 1992.

What does this have to do with identity, though?

Well, in the examples I gave there is a separation between the
player and the character. This is immersion at the character
level. If it stays that way, the player isn't really going to mature.
However, for virtual worlds it's almost unavoidable that the
character and the player will tend toward each other. If you like
your virtual self, you'll take on its characteristics; if you keep
mood characters, you'll gradually stop playing all but one; the
social skills you acquire will become skills that you use.
Ultimately, you advance to the final level of immersion, where

59 Amy S. Bruckman, Identity Workshop: Emergent Social and Psychological
Phenomena in Text-Based Virtual Reality. MIT Media Laboratory, 1992.
ftp.cc.gatech.edu/pub/people/asb/papers/ identity-workshop.rtf.
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you and your character become one. One individual, one
persona: identity.

Okay, so players can create separate selves, and over time unify
the best aspects of them into a single identity. That doesn't
mean it's inevitable, though. This phenomenon of a separate
“online self” appears in many other computer-moderated
activities, from email to chat rooms to forum postings. Why
can't they raise identity issues if virtual worlds can?

The answer is that they do, but nowhere near as well. Virtual
worlds, armed with a potent combination of environment and
fellow players that's unavailable to other online applications, are
able to present people with a stream of challenges; an
individual's response to each challenge helps define that
individual. The challenges of email, chat rooms and forum
postings are much narrower in scope, weaker in intensity and
rarer in frequency.

This reaction to challenges is how most identity development
occurs. Although mood characters and the like make good, neat,
psychology parcels to show to cynics, they're overt; the main
identity action is covert. Things happen, which present
challenges; your reaction to these causes you to acquire
insights, which in turn lead to minor readjustments in your
understanding of yourself (that is, your identity). Examples:
Dealing with responsibility, relationships, unfairness,
success/failure, betrayal, strangers, and so on.

These aren't personality change issues. It's not that you stop
being a shy loner and are suddenly compelled to transform into
an outgoing extrovert; rather, it's that you were always an
extrovert, you just didn't realize it. The virtual world lets you try
being one, and your opinion of yourself changes as a result of
how it works out. If you weren't an extrovert at heart, then you
wouldn't make the change; the extrovert virtual you would drift
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toward the introvert real you, rather than the reverse. It can't
make you something you aren't.

Virtual worlds enable you to find out who you are by letting you
be who you want to be.

Not everyone necessarily wants to find out who they are, of
course. Others do, but don't like it when they learn the answers.
Not everyone wants to change, and not everyone likes
challenges. Some people may thus be attracted to virtual worlds
by the promise of identity freedom, but become increasingly
angry and frustrated—unable to leave, but unwilling to do what
is necessary to stay. It's particularly sad when an individual
takes a harsh lesson but doesn't learn anything—continually
acting out rather than working through a difficulty. Fortunately,
this doesn't happen very often, but when it does it can be
somewhat disruptive.

Incidentally, if you are at all interested in the psychological
and/or psychotherapeutic value of virtual worlds, you should
look at Life on the Screen5?, by Sherry Turkle (if you haven't
already). Chapter 7, “"Toward a Critical Aesthetic,” in particular
is directly relevant to the subject, and includes a number of
interesting case studies.

So, to summarize: For the great majority of players, virtual
worlds encourage them to present different sides of themselves
in a safe environment; challenges arise in the virtual world
which enable them to reflect (consciously or otherwise) on their
responses to those challenges, which causes them to develop a
greater understanding of themselves; over time, this leads to a

5! Some people really are total jerks.
52 Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen. New York, Simon & Schuster, 1995.
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gradual merging of the virtual side and the real side, as the
player becomes increasingly attuned to their persona.

The persona level of immersion isn't the end of the journey.
You've reached the top of a hill, but there may be another one
that's higher: There may be a better you. Thus, people will
always create new characters and try out new ways of self-
expression. Besides, self-affirmation is good, too.

Hey, you're an Eastern mystic, and you didn't even know!

Identity and Identification

Players play virtual worlds in order to be themselves.

Well, perhaps not quite all of them do, but it's true of those who
play for fun. Even in game worlds, some people will be there for
specialist reasons (play-testing, customer service, spying from
some competing game); none of these individuals would
necessarily have any inclination to become immersed, and those
that do would be professional about it. There will also be a few
people who are in the process of “getting” what a virtual world
is about; these will mainly be insufficiently immersed newbies,
but occasionally there are individuals who never “get” what
virtual worlds are about but play nevertheless (generally, to the
irritation of everyone else). Most of the players will be there
because of the freedom to be themselves that the virtual world
offers, though.

People who don't play virtual worlds (but have tried them) find
other ways to be themselves. It has been argued that one of the
reasons more men play virtual worlds than women could be
because in modern society men have less opportunity to
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experiment with their identities in real life33. For players,
though, virtual worlds afford an unmatched ability simply to be.

Let's look at this a little more analytically, and see if there's
anything that designers can do to make this salute to identity
any easier.

We should begin by noting that identity is not the same as
identification, although the two are related. Identification is the
modeling of the self on some ideal. For players of virtual worlds
who might sense the possibilities of identity exploration
without really understanding how to invoke it, the provision of
ideals can help. This is why many virtual worlds have a class
system.

The idea is that the individual takes on board those aspects that
define the ideal, because these are what the individual admires.
They provide a target—something to shoot for. If a proposed
role model exhibits other features that conflict with an
individual's sense of self, that role model is not suitable as an
ideal. It's therefore easier to identify with an abstraction rather
than something concrete, because abstractions present fewer
features; you can flesh out what isn't mentioned without hitting
contradictions.

This would imply that the lower an ideal's detail, the better.
Sure enough, many virtual worlds have dozens of classes for
players to peruse. The disadvantage of this approach is that the
fewer qualities an ideal presents, the less rounded it is, and
therefore the flatter it makes those people who aspire to it seem.
An ideal with a single outstanding feature leads to players who
are defined by that single outstanding feature, that is, who are
one-dimensional. One-dimensional characters don't make for

53 How many men in make-up have you seen today?
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riveting movies, and neither do they make for enthralling
virtual worlds. Many virtual worlds with character classes
therefore also have character races, to provide another
dimension (although there tend to be specific class/race
combinations that work better than others, so in practice the
choice isn't quite as wide as it may appear).

Whereas identification is about projecting your self-image onto
some ideal, identity is about projecting it onto yourself. The
former can help the latter, but has neither its extent nor its
fidelity. If it goes too far, it can be counter-productive.
Identification is allowing yourself to be defined by an image®4; in
excess, it can therefore lead to a conflict between personal
identity and that perceived of the ideal. A painting doesn't
change, but an artist must. If a virtual world commits a player
to identifying with a fixed set of ideals, there will be problems
when those ideals are no longer appropriate.

Identity is a product of thought, manifested by expression
(actions, words). It has to be flexible, so it can wander, focus, be
reborn. It also has to be true. A false image may be projected for
the benefit of other people, as a way to influence them;
individuals can't lie for long to themselves, though—that is, if
they can see themselves. In the real world, this can be difficult.

Virtual worlds provide people with a mirror. In a virtual world,
you can see yourself. You only see what you show to the mirror,
which may not be what everyone else sees, but it's more than
enough. With identity, the question is how much you like your
reflection; with identification, it's how much you believe it.

54 Do people who wear the same make-up every day do so because of what
other people think about them, or because of what they think about
themselves?
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Virtual world designers have some control over this. They get to
provide the ideals; they get to make the mirror. As I said earlier,
though, they can't do this systematically. You can't draw a
graph with an “identity” axis and place players at various places
along it. The best you can do is to assess the likely consequences
of their progression to greater maturity. To do that, you need to
know the course that progression takes.

Progression

I mentioned earlier the main sequence that charts player type
drift. This gets its name from the main sequence of star
development used in cosmology®®. Players typically start off
testing the immediate bounds on their behavior (killer) then
begin to acquire knowledge of their environment (explorer);
following this, they apply their knowledge (achiever), in the
course of which they forge bonds with other players; finally,
they retire from this and spend their time chatting with their
friends (socializer).

Sometimes, people stay in one area. Long-term killers will often
be youngsters who have feelings of inferioritys® and need
constantly to validate their worth to themselves. Long-term
explorers know they have the ability to apply their knowledge,
and feel no urge to demonstrate the fact to others. That said, a
good many people follow the main sequence the whole way.

There's a flaw in this argument, though. As people grow in
virtual worlds, their real selves and their virtual selves gradually
become one. Because socializer is the last step on the main

55 The Hertzsprung-Russel diagram: Map absolute visual magnitude against
spectral. The main sequence, on which most stable stars lie, runs roughly
diagonally from high luminosity/low temperature to low luminosity/high
temperature.

56 “Hal You call that an inferiority complex?!"
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sequence, all socializers should be immersed to persona level.
They're not. You can start as a socializer, socializing effectively
while being barely immersed to avatar level. Your development
is due to social challenges rather than environmental ones. This
rather undermines the use of player types in predicting the
effects of growing maturity, doesn't it?

As it stands, yes, it does. There is, however, an interesting
solution.

My original work for Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, Spades: Players
Who Suit MUDs evolved from summarizing a discussion among
the players of MUD2 that ran from November 1989 to May 1990.
The paper as finally presented concerned only the actions and
interactions between mortals (that is, normal players); it did not
make particular reference to wizzes (that is, players trusted with
administration powers—this is MUD2's elder game). Wizzes®%’
had already played the game in its entirety, as that was the
qualification to be a wiz; therefore, they were on the whole no
longer concerned with the virtual world per se, just in its
inhabitants. There were a few explorers who made wiz better to
aid their exploring, and a few achievers who regarded building
as a competitive act; the majority, though, were either
socializers or Kkillers.

In separating wizzes from mortals, I noticed that there were
some very distinct behavioral differences between the wizzes
themselves. Wizzes were keen to articulate their beliefs about
what they and their peers should and should not do to manage
the game, as there were particularly strong conflicts between
certain groups. Therefore, at the same time I constructed the
player interest graph (refer to Figure 3.1) for mortals, I
constructed a similar one for wizzes. The players/world axis was

57 The term is gender non-specific, meaning “wizards and witches.”
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not relevant here (because nearly all wizzes were at the players
side); in its stead was a different axis that rated the degree to
which wizzes did things in an explicit or implicitS® fashion.
Explicit wizzes favored the known over the unknown, realism
over idealism, the overt over the covert, expectation over
surprise, and order over disorder.

Note that "explicit” here is meant in the general sense of the
word: leaving nothing implied. It's not intended to have any
“explicit photographs” style overtones. In computer language
semantics, explicit means data, implicit means code; in Al
terms, explicit means knowledge, implicit means skills. That's
how I mean it.

There were a number of conflicts suggested by this
implicit/explicit analysis, which led to some interesting
underlying dynamics (and alarming consequences for inter-wiz
balance). However, as the graph was specific to the relatively
small set of administrators in a game-oriented virtual world
that selected them by unusual means, I felt it would have
distracted from the main thrust of my player types model had I
presented it in my paper. I therefore left it out.

Perhaps, though, it doesn't just apply to wizzes?

What would happen were we to incorporate this
implicit/explicit dimension3? into the basic player types model?
Specifically, would it help us differentiate between sub-types of
the player-oriented styles, killer, and socializer?

58 For MUD2-specific reasons to do with the nature of the wiz invisibility
command, the original axis labeling was open (explicit) and closed (implicit).
59 Readers of Michael Moorcock and players of D&D can use law/chaos if they
really must, but it's not quite a match.
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Yes, it does®°. We get:

Politicians. Players who act in an open fashion on other
players. Whether you view them as inspired, visionary
leaders or interfering, self-serving busybodies depends on
how gullible or cynical you are.

Networkers. Players who interact openly with other
players—even complete strangers—on any and all subjects.
Less charitably, gossips.

Friends. Players who interact primarily with people they
have known a long time and with whom they have deep
bonds (often forged through adversity). They do not feel
bound by the conventional rules of interaction, because they
understand each other so well.

Griefers. Bullies prepared to use force or other
unpleasantness to get their way or be noticed.

Figure 3.3 shows this as a graph.

80 Unsurprisingly, as obviously I wouldn't have mentioned it otherwise.
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ACTING

Griefers Politicians

IMPLICIT EXPLICIT

Friends Networkers

INTERACTING

Figure 3.3 Players-oriented Player Interest Graph.

If this served only to clear up some of the confusion about the
different varieties of the killer type (griefers and politicians) it
would have done its job. However, it's not quite a one-trick

pony.

What happens when a player-oriented newbie enters a virtual
world? The first issue many of them face is coming to terms
with the fact that they are part of a community. Some will
immediately comprehend the situation, but not everyone. Those
that don't will objectify other players, treating them as
helpdesks, servants, gophers, and sources of experience points
or kit. The reaction of the other players to this approach will
cause all but the most mule-headed newbie socializer to
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understand fairly rapidly the social mechanics of the world.
They can then move on to the business of getting to know
people. To make friends with someone, you need to meet them,
which means you have to network. Some people you won't like,
and some won't like you, but after a while you'll find you hang
out with the same, relatively small group of people most of the
time and be acquainted with many more.

Your group will almost inevitably experience conflicts, both
internal and external. Perhaps several people want to be leader,
or don't like where the leader is taking them. The group may
grow too large, or too small, or otherwise become dysfunctional.
Environmental changes could trigger problems—a change in
the way the virtual world works, for example, or a loss of group
status. Ultimately, everyone in the group has a view and will at
least some of the time want to impose it on the other
members—even if it's only as a form of self-defense. The trials
that result put big stresses on relationships, some of which may
break down irrevocably. Eventually, though, players will come
through with a fuller understanding of themselves and of their
friends. Their earlier ties will have been strengthened, and they
will at last be able to settle down and appreciate one another.

What we have here is a main sequence for socializers: griefer to
networker to politician to friend. Drawn on the graph®, it's the
same reverse-alpha shape as the standard main sequence, which
is nice. Back in two dimensions, it would be killer to socializer to
killer to socializer, but it's less obvious what's happening when
flattened that way.

At this point, we can see where F. Randall Farmer's Path to
Ascension fits in. This is perhaps unsurprising, given that
Habitat was a socializer-centric system. Ignoring the "non-

8 For the record, this also works on the original, wiz-specific graph.
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player” caretaker and geek god roles: Motivators map onto
politicians; actives and passives both map onto networker
(actives being more immersed than passives)®2.

So, having added an extra dimension, the obvious question to
ask next is: What—if anything—does adding an extra
dimension buy us concerning the world-oriented players
(achievers and explorers)?

Well, the subdivisions are relatively easy to construct:

e Planners. Organized achievers, who decide what they
want to do then go off and do it.

e Scientists. Explorers who experiment in a thorough,
methodical fashion.

e Hackers®3. Explorers whose understanding of the virtual
world is such that they can proceed purely by intuition.

e Opportunists. Achievers who go where their fancy takes
them.

Figure 3.4 shows the resulting 3D graph.

52 This suggests that at least in some cases, refining the model to account for
gradations of immersion may be useful.

8 This is in the traditional sense of the word, not the break-into-your-
computer-and-erase-your-data one.
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Figure 3.4 3D Player Interest Graph.

Whether this is of tremendous use is another matter, of
course®¥. Instead of four player types, we now have eight:
opportunists, planners, politicians, griefers, hackers, scientists,
networkers, and friends. The conflicts between some of the
eight are meaningful (for example griefers versus planners), but
for others the old types work just as well and are better at
encapsulation (for example socializers versus achievers).

84 Tools are only objects if they have no use. What's more, it's far better if the
tool is designed to fit the problem than if the problem is designed to fit the
tool. I don't want to be a man with a hammer looking for things I can nail.
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If having more categories doesn't deliver more tools for
designers, there's little point in designers using them. Mere
categorization doesn't itself guarantee utility, even if it can be
shown to be inclusive (as this one can) and is easy to validate
empirically (as this one is). After all, adding a dimension for the
time of the year in which a player was born would be inclusive
and verifiable, but designers would find it of very little general
efficacy®s.

Concerning our current discussion on player type progression,
though, the addition of an extra dimension does have an effect
for world-oriented players: It gives another sequence—
opportunist to scientist to planner to hacker. We also can
"unflatten” the main sequence (killer to explorer to achiever to
socializer) from 2D into 3D, giving griefer to scientist to planner
to friend. Tempting though it is to look for a sequence matching
this of opportunist to networker to politician to hacker, this
can't be validated empirically: People simply don't follow that
career path. However, there is a minor fourth sequence, for
opportunist achievers who learn by networking rather than by
experimentation. This gives us:

e Griefer to scientist to planner to friend (main sequence)

e Opportunist to networker to planner to friend (minor
sequence)

e Griefer to networker to politician to friend (main
socializer sequence)

e Opportunist to scientist to planner to hacker (main
explorer sequence)

At last we're getting close to a model good enough to use for
something. If designers can assess how players are likely to

8 Sorry to break the bad news to any astrologers among you.
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mature, they can account for their progress in their game
designs. We're not quite there yet, though.

Development Tracks

The thing is, those sequences overlap. People can switch paths,
if they have some moment of epiphany. Someone could go
griefer to scientist (main sequence) to planner to hacker
(explorer sequence). They could go opportunist to networker
(minor sequence) to politician to friend (socializer sequence).
They'll tend to keep to whatever path they began on, but
sometimes they decide to go a different way when they meet a
fork in the road®®. Writing the sequences out linearly gives
Figure 3.5.

Politician —| Friend

Y

Griefer —| Networker

Opportunist—-—| Scientist —| Planner [—3| Hacker

Figure 3.5 Player development tracks.

From Figure 3.5, we can make a number of observations. It's
immediately apparent that there's an oddity with politicians.
Although people can become planners by applying knowledge
they learned themselves (as scientists) or from others (by
networking), for politicians only networking works as a
qualification. Similarly, although planners can go on to become
friends (forged through adversity) or hackers (understanding
the world almost spiritually), politicians only ever go on to

% Alternatively, they could completely hit a wall and bounce right back to the
beginning again. Instead of developing in the face of a crisis, they could, for
example, regress to some vengeful griefer state. This is, needless to say, not
really what we want to see happening.
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become friends. Designers can therefore be fairly confident that
their world's politician-friendly features should not be deeply
hard-coded (because no one who experiments with them is
going to use them) and that politicians should not be given too
much ability to affect the physical structure of the world
(because they're never going to be attuned to it).

Another point that the development tracks show is that the
elder game®’ (that is, what they do having played through the
virtual world) would work best if it aimed at providing tools for
people to tinker with the world or to enjoy one another’s
company. Many textual worlds allow players to become builders
once they've "won"; others provide private gathering places
where players can sit and discuss the issues of the day. It's
certainly possible to have an elder game of a different kind, for
example, by allowing players to repeat their time as a planner or
politician in a different manner, but it's less satisfactory for
individuals that way®®. Only if the elder game is radically
different from what went before will players begin development
from scratch again.

Designers can take advantage of the fact that immersion is
related to how far a player has proceeded in their development.
Most networkers will not be deeply immersed, for example,
therefore a designer could argue that it's okay to put in
immersion-breaking communication systems that facilitate
networking. Most planners are immersed, therefore a designer
might decide that statistical information regarding the
operation of the virtual world is not available from within it:
Players might know from a web site that their sword is a

57 This is another one of those terms that has come from game-oriented
virtual worlds that doesn't really have a non-game equivalent.

%8 This isn't to say it wouldn't be better for the health of the virtual world
itself, of course.
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hackmaster +12, but when they bring it up on their inventory
the number is represented descriptively or graphically instead.

As a more general comment, Figure 3.5 shows that identity
paths progress in the same way; furthermore, this links directly
to the 3D player interest graph (refer to Figure 3.4). The original
2D player interest graph (refer to Figure 3.1) is the same as the
3D graph (refer to Figure 3.4) with the implicit/explicit axis
removed. If we take out the players/world axis instead, we get
Figure 3.6.

ACTING
Instinctives Doers
(Griefers, (Planners,
Opportunists) Politicians)
IMPLICIT EXPLICIT
Experts (Scientists,
(Friends, Networkers)
Hackers) Learners
INTERACTING

Figure 3.6 Flattened Player Interest Graph.
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The player type labels for Figure 3.6 aren't particularly
important; more interesting is how players change from one to
the next.

When a player arrives in a completely new situation, they have
to act on instinct— there's little else they can do. A player's first
aim is to determine the parameters that govern what they can
do, which means trying everything he can think of to discover
what basic actions are available. Having bootstrapped to a level
where the player can reliably perform individual “primitive”
actions, the next thing to do is to go about discovering
sequences and combinations of these actions. The player does
this methodically in a data-gathering phase, until he becomes
thoroughly acquainted with the options available to them.
Following this, the player applies what they have learned
intensely, until eventually mastering it and it becomes second
nature.

Baby arrives in the world. Baby flails about, until baby realizes
how to move its legs, its arms, its feet, and its hands. Baby
combines individual movements into sequences, some of which
work and some of which don't. Baby sits up. Baby toddles. Baby
toddles more and more, until eventually baby can walk and run.
Now, for baby, running is effectively a primitive action.

Locate, discover, apply, internalize. From acting on instinct,
acquire knowledge, use that knowledge, and become able to
interact on instinct.

I mention this feature of the 3D Player Interest Graph only to
show how the player development tracks (refer to Figure 3.5) fit
into the overall scheme. In practice, the tracks themselves are of
more use to designers than the flattened graph (refer to Figure
3.6), although we'll see later that there's an interesting analogy
that can be drawn from it.
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There remains the question as to whether flattening the graph
by removing the acting/interacting axis gives a useful new
perspective, but it's easily answered: No, it doesn't. This may
indicate that there are better choices for axes available which
have yet to be discovered.

With that, we reach the end of this discussion of identity. There
are some follow-up topics we need to look at, but we're done
with the central issue. The question might now be asked: Was it
worth it? Although this analysis has produced some results of
tangible use to designers, has it all really been necessary? Isn't it,
beneath the surface, just a lot of pseudo-psychological
nonsense? What has it to do with design?

Directly, it contributes only in a few areas. Indirectly, it
pervades everything. If you don't understand the nature of what
you're designing, how can you design it?

People play virtual worlds to celebrate their identity. Designers
must understand that. It's a freedom thing.

Anonymity

Good simulations allow people to do whatever they want to do;

good virtual worlds allow people to be whatever they want to
be®°.

Anonymity is itself a neutral concept: You can use it for good or
for evil. In practice, someone has to know who you really are, so
you can be called to account should you cause pandemonium. In

%9 Contrast not-so-good virtual worlds, where you can be whatever the
designers want you to be.
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virtual worlds, this will be the administrators; other players
don't get proof of who you are unless (through your behavior)
you give it to them.

Reduced consequences for actions makes for the disinhibition
that so characterizes virtual worlds. Anonymity is central to
this, because only through anonymity do people have the
freedom to change. If you make a mistake in the virtual world,
you can restart; it's okay to experiment, to take risks. However,
if a real-world friend finds out about some virtual-world
mistake, restarting will not erase it. Contact with reality
collapses virtual identity like observation does a quantum wave.

Life with a Backspace

Starting a new character is like backspacing over your identity
mistakes and retyping them a different way. It's only possible in
virtual worlds”°.

Anonymity separates the real you from the virtual you. This has
three effects:

e People in the virtual world won't prejudge you on
superficialities.

e Your real-world friends won't judge you by your virtual-
world actions.

e Your virtual-world friends won't judge you by your real-
world actions.

Without anonymity, your virtual actions have real-world effects
and vice versa. If no one knows you're the U.S. president, you can
be yourself; if they do, you're back to being the U.S. president.

79 And witness protection schemes.
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It doesn't usually take long for newbies to realize that
anonymity means they can restart if they screw up. It's pretty
obvious. However, in practice it's not actually as important as
people often think. The longer you play a character, the more
attached to it you become, and the more people come to know
that character. You soon reach the stage where you've invested
so much in that character that if you do screw up you would be
very reluctant to throw it all away. Instead, you ride out the
storm (and are perhaps a better person because of it).

This can lead to an extra level of anonymity. If you decided to
create a second character, you might not want it to be
associated with either your real self or your first virtual self.
Anonymity lets you branch. Thus, we should think of
anonymity”* as acting as a buffer between all your separate
identities, not just the real and the virtual. When you start a
new identity, your primary concern is to keep the old identities
intact and separate. Therefore, the main advantage of
anonymity is not that your new friends won't find out about
your other selves; rather it's that your other friends won't find
out about your new self. It can be the other way round (for
newbies and U.S. presidents), but mostly it isn't. The virtual girl
who doesn't want her friends to know she's a real-life guy has
less to lose than the real-life guy who doesn't want his friends to
know he's a virtual girl”.

It turns out that maintaining separate identities in the same
virtual world can be quite difficult. Experienced Wild West
telegraph operators were able to tell which of the other
operators on their line they were communicating with from

7+ Because virtual identities are named and can be referenced, the term
pseudonymity is preferred by some researchers in this context.

7> As people spend more and more of their time in virtual worlds, this could
change. When they spend most of it there (as in True Names, for example),
people may want to protect their real-world identities the most.
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nuances in the way they tapped out the Morse code’s; it's
unsurprising, therefore, that players in virtual worlds can often
detect other players by subtleties in the way they act and speak.
If you always misspell a particular word, for example, people will
notice. This means that anonymity across characters can't
always be relied on. There are ways to succeed, which I'll discuss
a little later; on the whole, though, people who feel they need
anonymity should switch to either a different virtual world or a
different incarnation of the same one.

An interesting side issue here is that although players will often
mature quicker if they regularly start up new characters, most
of them are reluctant to do so because of the time they have
invested in their old ones. They therefore find themselves facing
the same challenges as before, responding in the same ways,
and generally not getting much out of the experience. Were
they occasionally forced to change character (for example, by its
erasing following virtual death), would this not perhaps lead to
greater enjoyment for them in the long term? Probably, yes;
however, if they knew that characters could die dead-dead after
months of playing time, players perhaps wouldn't sign up for a
virtual world in the first place. This is the great tragedy of
persona death in virtual worlds, which causes more problems
than any other for designers. It is discussed in considerable
depth later in this book.

Returning to the topic of anonymity, then: What are the
implications of all this on virtual world design?

Well firstly, a certain degree of anonymity must be guaranteed.
Clearly, the live team needs access to the real-world details
associated with a character, but this information should be
considered private. If there is any way that a regular player can

73 Their styles were known as their "signatures.”
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uniquely identify another regular player without the latter’s
permission, it's not good. You might think that associating email
addresses with every character is beneficial for community
development, but that's not how the majority of players will see
it.

Secondly, it shouldn't go too far. People want to have separate
identities, not no identity. If every character looked the same,
that would lead to anonymity. If you can't tell people apart,
everyone could be anyone. Identities should be constructible to
as great (or shallow) a level of detail that a player wants.
Anonymity is relative, between characters; it isn't absolute for
individual characters.

Finally, players should be able to start up new characters with
relative ease. Players won't grow if they can't occasionally
experiment, and they'll eventually lose faith in the virtual world
unless they can start afresh occasionally. This does not mean
that they should be offered new accounts at a cheaper rate;
rather, there should be several slots on their existing account so
they can maintain several characters simultaneously (in
practice, the absolute minimum is three, but five is normally
enough for most people).

Well, that's the traditional point of view.

There is another argument that says players should only have
one account with only one character on it. In game worlds at
least, most people use secondary characters either as mules
(which screws up game balance) or as griefers (so they can act
like jerks without fear of reprisal). In both instances, the virtual
world would be better off without them. Furthermore, in a
commercial setting you can check names, addresses, credit card
numbers, and computer registry settings to ensure that people
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don't simply buy a second account to use for their mule or
griefer activities’*.

This is the approach adopted by Star Wars Galaxies (although
their hands were somewhat tied by the fact that the huge
amount of data they store for each character is such that it
would exceed their database’s capabilities to allow more than
one character per account—well, that's the official line anyway).

As it happens, none of these are particularly thorny issues for
designers (although the number of characters per account may
yet become so). The immediate problem with anonymity is
practical rather than theoretical: It must be possible for
characters to be referenced. This means they need a name. In a
virtual world with half a million players, that's a lot of names.

The Name Problem

In a virtual world, you are represented by, represent, or are an
individual. The world fiction may pretend otherwise, for
example, by allowing hive minds (for example, ant nests) or
shared-mind couples (for example, Tweedledum and
Tweedledee), but these are mere conceits. You are associated
with a single, sentient game object: your character’s. So that
people can refer to your character in conversation and
commands, that character must have a label; in other words, a
name.

74 CompuServe allowed one character per account on British Legends. Some
players therefore accumulated several accounts—a dozen or more in some
cases—so they could have multiple characters in the game. Needless to say,
these accounts did not come at a cheaper rate, either.

7S Or avatar or persona, but these generally lose out to character in
discussions for which immersion is not an issue.
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MUD1 allowed players to have the same names, as long as they
weren't logged on at the same time. This rapidly led to problems
of mistaken identity (and, to a lesser extent, impersonation).
Permitting only one person with a particular name to be in the
virtual world at any one time was no help: Players could find
themselves locked out that way. The solution adopted was to
allow only one instance of any name in the entire virtual world.
There were still occasional problems when a character was
killed and someone stole its name before the original player had
recovered enough to return, but these were only isolated
incidents that could be handled by administrators on a case-by-
case basis.

On the whole, this is how virtual worlds are still designed today.
There are implementational reasons why two characters’® with
the same name should not be allowed into a virtual world at the
same time (it makes parsing and communication so much
easier), and disallowing name clashes”” for offline characters,
too, is essentially a customer relations requirement (although
there are other benefits to do with helping engender a sense of
identity).

Virtual worlds with large numbers of players rapidly run out of
decent names. It's not a problem that dogs only virtual worlds,
of course—it's far worse for URLs, AOL account names, and
Hotmail email addresses—but that doesn't mean it isn't an
issue. The designers of Ultima Online anticipated that names
would be in short supply, so they took the decision to allow
them to be non-unique. To stop lock-outs, people with the same
name could both play at the same time. Impersonation and
communication evils ensued. Both were fixable while retaining

76 It's actually stronger than this: No two objects should have the same name
(identifier).

77 Names don't have to be exact to “clash,” just similar enough that at a glance
you could mistake one for another.
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non-unique names, but only with immersion-breaking
solutions. The graphical virtual worlds that immediately
followed did not make the same mistake, and used unique
names from the beginning.

This still meant that there was a shortage of supply, of course: If
you have 400,000 players, they need to have 400,000 names
(and more if they have multiple characters). An obvious
compromise is to limit uniqueness to server cluster (that is, to
an individual incarnation/shard). With 40 servers, players'’
imaginations need only stump up 10,000 different names, which
is far more tractable. Sure, some other guy might be using your
name on a different server, but your friends are all on this one.

How to choose a name? Players identify more with their
characters if they get to choose the names themselves; name
selection is the first and arguably most important decision
concerning their virtual identity that a player can make. Giving
them a free hand, though, can be tiresomely fiction-breaking
(Robinhood the elf is here). It's a problem: Randomly select any
virtual world with a policy of free naming and the chances are
there will be someone called “"Gandalf”—irrespective of the
genre.

One solution, hinted at previously, is to use a restrictive naming
policy. Administrators vet prospective names. This is practical
and very effective in virtual worlds with strong role-playing
elements, because in explaining why their character has the
name it does, a player must necessarily flesh out that character.
It's a barrier to entry, though: If someone tries to play your
virtual world and finds there's a 10-minute delay while you okay
the character name, they'll go somewhere else that doesn't have
a 10-minute delay. It's also way too expensive to implement for
virtual worlds that have thousands of newbies arriving every
day.
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A way to preserve an element of choice, while limiting the
freedom to choose something unfortunate as a name, is to use
name lists. The idea is to present players with a list of, say, 10 or
20 available names, and let them pick which one they want. If
none of them really suit, another list can perhaps be presented,
until all the options are exhausted. Players could still be given
the option to enter a freeform name and wait for it to be vetted,
but they wouldn't have to do so.

There are a number of ways that name lists can be generated.
The most obvious one is to do it randomly. This has to be good
to work: EverQuest tried it, but it wasn't and it didn't.

Another way is to use the context of the virtual world to present
possibilities. This is used sometimes in pencil-and-paper role-
playing games. The idea is that the character’s name is built up
from syllables that have a meaning in some ancient language
supposedly spoken by the character's people. A typical
arrangement is to have an opening syllable, one or more middle
syllables, and a closing syllable. An elf might thus choose "Ard-
la-shi-sa"” meaning “tree-of-silent-spirit,” whereas a dwarf
(using a different set of syllables and ostensible meanings)
might pick "Khad-rak-uz" meaning "Stone-strongbeard.” These
are fun for designers to design and for players to play with, but
you have to be careful—I once managed to get Fu-qu-az-ole out
of one of these.

Using such pseudo-cultural definitions for names, it's possible
to re-introduce a modicum of non-unique naming. If players are
given a surname based on their character’s race/class/gender/
whatever, then they might be able to choose the same first name
as someone else with a different surname. If Urk Wolfhead and
Urk Sharpspear play at the same time, either can be referred to
as Urk by other members of their tribe or by people in the same
general location as they. Only when someone from a different
tribe wants to reference one rather than the other does the
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surname also have to be used (adjectivally). This is a neat
solution that allows for some degree of choice while preserving
the decorum of the virtual world.

Names are referents, but they are not the only ones. Hey, you
know that charismatic, short, French general who conquered
half of Europe in the early 1800s? Well yes, of course you do—it
was Napoleon Bonaparte. I didn't have to give you his name
before you knew who he was, though, did I78? There is an
argument that virtual worlds should allow this kind of relative
description for characters, and that it should be preferred until
you've actually been introduced to someone (or told who they
are by someone who already “knows"). The rationale for this is
that in the real world people don't walk about with their names
tattooed to their foreheads, and therefore neither should
characters in virtual worlds. The counter argument is that
having to refer to someone as “The Tall Stranger” the whole
time gets in the way of interactions—even if it eventually
encourages people to interact by asking each other their names.
As with many real-versus-virtual arguments, both sides have a
point, and it's ultimately up to designers to decide how they
want to handle the situation in their own virtual world. Most of
them go with the see-the-names approach, because it's easier on
newbies. If people complain, they can always produce some
fiction to explain it away (“All player characters are by definition
heroic, therefore they're also famous, therefore everyone knows
who everyone else is already”).

Relative names illustrate a point that game designers often
forget: Names are owned by an individual, but used by everyone
else. If “The Tall Stranger” won't tell me his name, I may just
decide to call him Lanky: I can invent names for other people. In
MUD3, killers would give themselves hard-to-type names like

78 If I did, you should have paid more attention in history class.
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Mmnmnnmn so that people would have a hard time casting
spells on them, stealing goodies from them, and so on. I got
round this by using pronouns, although this was not itself
without problems. In particular, you might type something like
“sleep him" then just as you were hitting return a friend would
appear and change the binding for "him.” MUD2 added the
ability to create synonyms for players and objects, so that once
you (or anyone else) had typed “"syn Mmnmnnmn as "Mm,"” you
could thereafter refer to Mmnmnnmn as Mm.

Why stop there, though? Why not allow players to annotate one
another? Most people see, "Jay says, 'hello™; you see, “Jay the

I

boring creep says, 'hello’.

This raises the issue of how players annotate themselves.

Image

Traditionally, virtual worlds make a distinction between stats
(short for “statistics”) and knowledge. Stats are what characters
have (strength, dexterity, magic points, and so on); knowledge is
what players have (how to bring down a dragon, the route to the
citadel, that player B is an idiot, and so on). The virtual world
knows everything about stats and nothing about knowledge; for
this reason, the terms tangibles and intangibles are used when
referring to attributes of characters’ as opposed to attributes
of players. A player’s knowledge of tangibles is itself intangible,
of course.

Only tangibles are meaningful to the virtual world, but both
tangibles and intangibles are meaningful to players. Virtual
worlds generally have no way even to know that player A thinks
player B is an idiot, let alone to model the fact. Players, however,

79 These terms extend to the virtual world in general (as described in Chapter

1).
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do like to know this stuff, and are excellent at assimilating it.
Many virtual worlds therefore provide what are essentially
bookkeeping facilities for players, wound into their own context
to maintain a degree of immersion. However, they don't actually
use any of it to introduce goals for the players—they have no
access to the content of the information, just to its form. There
is therefore no gameplay reason why a player should be able to
make a private annotation to another player's character; it just
adds to their enjoyment.

The most important intangible is a character’'s name. Unless the
name is constructed from components that the virtual world
knows about, it has absolutely no handle on what a name might
"mean.” Players will hazard a guess that Cupcake and Hardcore
might have different personalities, but the virtual world doesn't
know. Names that are names in real-life are especially potent:
Anyone picking such a name has some reason for doing so
(typically to do with role-playing or real-life self-image). There
are plenty of other intangibles, however. It costs a virtual world
practically nothing to allow characters to have different color
clothes, hair, weapons, and so on, but it allows people to
individualize themselves and make personal statements. This is
made easier by the fact that these are recognizably intangible: At
character-creation time, players aren't going to worry about the
gameplay effect of having blue eyes, whereas they might for
having a particular weapon or skill. They can concentrate on
their image. Purists often sneer at such distractions from what
a virtual world is "about.” Why would anyone in their right mind
want to wear a suit of crimson armor if there are cheaper
regulation gray ones that offer a better defense? Shouldn't
designers be investing their time in extending gameplay rather
than adding yet more eye candy? Some designers do go
overboard in this regard, it's true, but then some non-gameplay
features can be absolutely critical. Strictly speaking, for
example, communication between players is rarely necessary
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for gameplay reasons, yet take it away and you don't have a
virtual world.

That said, the purists do have a point in that although there's no
reason why a suit of crimson armor should have any gameplay
differences from a regular suit of armor, there's no reason for it
not to, either. If someone has gone to the trouble of collecting all
the various crimson parts (breastplate, helmet, gauntlets,
epaulettes, grieves, and so on), it doesn't hurt to make the parts
or the suit as a whole give more protection against, say, fire
than a standard-issue suit; what's more, it makes it a little more
interesting for achiever types. Even someone who is wearing it
only because it makes them look good might feel more satisfied
if they can convince themselves there is a "legitimate” gameplay
reason for sporting it®. Note that this does not apply for
customizations that players pay for. There is money to be made
in selling players one-off character modifications or pieces of
customized kit, but only if it doesn't affect gameplay. It's okay to
replace a shield with a functionally equivalent one that looks
different, but it's not okay to replace it with one that acts
different; otherwise, players who can't afford to pay for such a
change will complain bitterly that they are disadvantaged®.
Changes to intangibles are acceptable, but changes to tangibles
aren't.

80 The same applies for role-playing props. If there's a gun on the wall then
you ought to be able to fire it, even if laser weapons are better (apologies to
Chekhov).

8 There is an argument that this doesn't apply for virtual worlds (or
particular instantiations of them) that are designed to use charging for
gameplay-significant objects from the beginning, advertising it as a main
feature of their business model. Of course, such worlds might not attract
many players, but hopefully they'll get more money from each one. The main
standard-bearer of this approach is Achaea, where player expectation is so
geared up for it that they sell over half a million objects with tangible
properties a year—a phenomenal figure!
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Tangibles mainly interest achievers. It therefore comes as little
surprise to learn that intangibles are particularly important to
socializers. Therefore, designers who want to make their virtual
worlds attractive to socializers usually incorporate a number of
intangible-friendly tools in their worlds. As the celebration of
identity lies at the very core of virtual worlds, chief among these
will be the means made available to players for determining
their appearances in the virtual world.

The mechanisms for creating a basic character differ between
textual and graphical worlds, and the various options are
discussed fully in Chapter 5, “Life in the Virtual World.” For
now, though, we'll assume that a new character has been
created: This new character is the player’s opening statement.
Customizations subsequent to it are modifications to that
statement and can say important things about the way
individuals view themselves. It is therefore in the best interests
of designers to make customization easy, so that people can go
where they want to go. The simplest method is to allow players
to make freeform notes about themselves that other players can
read as an adjunct to their name, but this is just one of three
general approaches available:

e Tangibles real for the virtual world. A character can remove
a suit of armor and give it to some other character who
will benefit from its protective attributes.

e Intangibles real for the virtual world. Your character can
dye their hair yellow and their hair will thenceforth be
reported as being yellow—even if hair color is
transparent to the mechanisms of the virtual world.

e Intangibles virtual for the virtual world. You can annotate
yourself with a publicly readable note that says dogs
adore you, but the virtual world would take no account of
it were you to encounter one.
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Players can therefore use a combination of methods to make
statements about—that is, to express—themselves. They can
write their description such that when someone looks at them
they're told they see "a mighty knight;” they can wear some
impressive-looking armor that makes them appear like they're
mighty knights; they can wear some top-of-the-range plate mail
that makes them be a mighty knight.

Freeform descriptions aren't as important in graphical worlds
as they are in textual ones, because people go by looks in the
former and by "look” commands in the latter. Most MUDs have
freeform descriptions, and they're considered the main way
(other than by name) to flesh out a character. There are two
problems, however, neither of which is immediately apparent.

The first is practical. On the face of it, it might be thought that
there could be trouble with hugely unsuitable descriptions®? if
people are allowed to depict their characters however they see
fit, but this is only the case for griefers (who are trouble
anyway).

Other players may inflate their status, but it's easy to spot and
only makes the perpetrator look foolish (well, not quite “only” —
it spoils immersion for others, too). No, the main problem with
the content of personal descriptions is that they are often either
touchingly illiterate or irredeemably clichéd. There may be a
thousand ways to say that a character is tall, dark, and
mysterious, but if every male character you meet is basically
tall, dark, and mysterious then they all kind of merge into one.
They even have eyes that seem to pierce your very soul the

82 If they're descriptions at all—web site addresses sometimes feature, for
example.
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same way®3. Female characters are green-eyed, flame-haired,
pale-skinned beauties who move with the catlike grace of a
dancer while wielding matching swords. Oh, and they have
heaving breasts, too. There must be a factory somewhere
manufacturing them.

The second problem is less easy to fix by taking someone aside
and having a quiet word. The thing is, it's an act of will to
change a description. The player may change, but unless they
notice it their character’s description won't. Even if it does,
there are limits; “tall, dark, and mysterious” may mean a player
feels out of place and misunderstood yet possessing of hidden
depths, but if they later feel at home, at ease, and gregarious,
how do they change their description to reflect that? Their
character shrank a few inches and went blond overnight?
Worse, will they even effect a change if every time they meet
someone new they're treated like they were tall, dark, and
mysterious? Freeform descriptions can anchor players too
much; in graphical worlds, the same applies to their character’s
visual appearance. I didn't implement character descriptions in
MUDI1 precisely for this reason: Players can explore their
identities more freely if they aren't tied to some image®4.

There are two basic mechanisms for getting around this.

8 Which can still happen when they're asleep, unless the virtual world
provides facilities to switch descriptions depending on character states,
which most don't.

84 This is an example of where virtual world designers don't always
understand their virtual world's design. Why do most textual worlds have
free-form descriptions in them nowadays? Well, it's because someone way
back when added the facility to an ancestor world and they've simply
inherited it. Why was it added in the first place? Was it because the designer
who did it knew what they were doing or because they didn't know what
their own "parent” world's designer was doing? In either case, how can the
designers of today's worlds be sure it's the right thing for their world? How
many of them even consider that the feature might be optional?
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The first one is to have characters die occasionally, so players
have to create new ones. This gives players the opportunity for
some redefinition. Persona death has other implications,
however, so this is not necessarily an option for most designers.

The other approach is profiling. The idea here is that characters
have computer-generated descriptions based on their actions.
It's not as expressive as freeform text you've written yourself,
but at least it gets updated. Its most basic form is to tag a
character’s name by some epithet based on some combination
of that character'’s level of experience, class, race, and gender:
"Felice the heroine” rather than just plain “Felice.” Special titles
and epithets, for example “Felice the giant-killing heroine,” can
be added for particularly exemplary deeds, either automatically
or by admiring administrators.

Longer biographies can be built up separately, for anyone to
access if they want to know more about a character's actual
deeds. This allows people to form an opinion about a character,
which is particularly useful in virtual worlds where characters
never really "die.” The half-life of these descriptions should
depend on their importance. “Felice vanquished the maiden and
saved the dragon” might be a big deal for a relative newbie, but
not worth a mention after a couple of weeks. “Felice beat seven
kinds of hell out of Tommy and took his shoes"” would probably
hang around to stain Felice's reputation for somewhat longer.

Profiling also can be used as a more general tool to provide
information for other parts of the system. For example, if a
group of players finally destroy the demon lord after two
months of trying, the server could automatically generate a
newsflash (for a login message, for a web site, for a mobile phone
message, for email) to inform everyone what's happened. Done
right, it may even be possible to create faux articles for the
virtual world's virtual newspapers.
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It's therefore not only individual players who can benefit from a
virtual world's acceptance of intangibles: the whole community
can.

Role-Playing

I have a story to complete...

Polly’s Tale (Continued)

Why won't they role-play?

Everyone is in the same real-world room. Everyone can see each
other in real life. They're in MUD, but only shallowly; they're still
connected in Reality. Everything they do in the virtual world is
subject to the same peer pressure as in the real one, because
they still feel like they're their real selves. They're constrained.

Yet I've played D&D. I know that people can be connected in the
real world and still role-play. MUD offers even more opportunity
to experiment with identity—precisely what my friends seek.
So, why won't they step over the line?

They need permission to role-play.

As MUD's programmer and the group's overall leader, I'm the
obvious choice to give them this permission. Yet how can I do
that? And how will they know what to do when I've given it
anyway? They won't take direction—I can't say, "Pretend to be
someone a little more tolerant than you are,” and expect them to
go with it. The best I can do is to demonstrate role-playing in
action.
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Yet even then, there's a strong pull back to reality. I can create a
character and pretend it's a pirate or a monk or an
enthusiastically chivalrous knight, but they'll still identify the
character with me. That could be tricky, as there's no shielding
context: Pretending to be an upper-class twit is fine if you're
acting in a play, but bizarre if you do it while playing chess.
Somehow, I have to show that MUD is a shielding context.

If I'm going to break the mold, I'm going to have to hit it hard. I
formulate a fiendish plan.

I create a character called Polly. Polly is a secondary character I
use for testing things in the game. I say that I chose the name
because Polly is like a parrot. Everyone knows Polly is my debug
character.

When I inherited MUDI1 from Roy, it didn't implement gender.
This was entirely due to Roy's rush to write as much of the
program as possible in the short period of time available to him;
he felt that gender could easily be added later, whereas things
such as communication had priority®S. As far as both Roy and I
were concerned, gender was merely a linguistic issue forced on
us by the English language; the only changes it meant for the
virtual world concerned personal pronouns in event
descriptions.

Polly may be the stereotypical name for a parrot, but it's a
female name. This gives me my excuse. I add gender. Players are
asked, "By what name shall I call you?” then “What sex do you
wish to be?” Naturally, I use Polly to test my new code.

85 This was nothing to do with the fact that we had no female players. Roy
was, and is, against blind prejudice of any kind.
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So Polly is no longer a parrot. Polly is a cheerful yet feisty girl
who likes helping people but gets cross if they patronize her.

If I'd added gender to MUD and not created Polly, what would
have happened? The chances are, people would not have played
with switched gender, afraid of the disparaging remarks about
their sexuality that doing so would attract.

I run that risk, of course, but I'm confident that I've designed
Polly well enough that no one is going to see her as a sexual
object, just as an ersatz sister. I also have the advantage of not
actually caring if people say I'm a transvestite behind my back.

Luckily, Polly works.

People know I'm Polly, but they also know I'm not Polly; I
thereby illustrate the massive gulf it's possible to create
between player and character. As MUD's programmer, my
kudos is sufficiently strong enough that I pull it off. People
think, "If Richard can have a female persona, maybe I'll try it
myself.”

They do. The gates are open, and new lands await. Players laugh
and joke about having female characters, but their other
characters also begin to act in smaller, more incrementally
different ways. Players have a freedom that they couldn't have
in real life.

I'm ashamed, because I've been manipulative, but I believe that
overall I did the right thing.

Besides, I'm rather fond of Polly.

Postscript

Did any of this help my friends?
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To be honest, probably not—it was by then too late for most of
them. It did help denerd those that followed, though.

It also set a lasting precedent: Virtual worlds are seen as
acceptable shielding contexts. To this day, playing a character in
a virtual world with a gender different from your own does not
suggest anything about your sexuality —just your readiness to
spread your wings and fly.

I'm rather proud of that.

On Being Others

I told Polly’s tale for three reasons:

e Toillustrate the importance of identity exploration in virtual
worlds, and the emptiness of a world without it.

e To demonstrate how something that many designers take
for granted as part and parcel of virtual worlds has a real-
world beginning.

e To counter the popular notion among some researchers that
MUD1 was written by a couple of one-dimensional hackers
whose only aim was to provide a medium for adolescent
males to live out fantasies of bloodthirsty violence®®.

Crossing gender with Polly was not done as a means unto itself:
I was attempting to show what role-playing enabled, and that it
was okay to indulge in; gender was just the mechanism I used to
do this. The fact that researchers almost invariably write about
crossing gender in virtual worlds as if it were something
amazingly special is slightly off the point. It is important, but no
more so than any other severe disjunction between player and

86 Yes, Dale Spender, author of Nattering on the Net: Women, Power, and
Cyberspace. Melbourne, Spinifex, 1995. I'm talking to you.
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character. Maintaining the impression that you're a 90-year-old
ninja elf is far more difficult than acting as if you're the opposite
gender®’.

Pretending to be your non-biological sex in a virtual world has a
higher profile than other forms of identity dislocation because
it's the only "physical” identity cue that players have to specify
in virtual worlds. However, it's just one of many dimensions. If
virtual worlds asked players to specify a real-world race for
their characters, whether instead of a fantasy race or in addition
to one (a Jewish elf, a Chinese troll), then this would be high-
profile too®. As it is, almost every textual world avoids real-
world race; graphical worlds use skin tones and identikit face
construction to allow players to present whatever look they
want, but it's never referred to as race or ethnicity. It's just a
look, which is forced on a graphical world in the same way that
language forces gender on textual worlds®.

MUD1 didn't have race, age, class, weight, or any other physical
identity cues except for gender; it wouldn't have had that either
if English was up to the job. Players could have still pretended to
be the opposite sex had that been the case, of course, but they
wouldn't have been forced to instantiate to either. Constraints
diminish opportunity.

Playing a character of a gender opposite to your own should
therefore be regarded as merely one of a number of ways that
players can choose to explore their selves; it is discussed in
greater detail in Chapter 6, "It's Not a Game, It'sa ..."

87 Assuming, of course, that you aren't a 90-year-old ninja elf in real life.

88 For a discussion of race (or lack of it) in virtual worlds, see: Beth E. Kolko,
Erasing @race. Beth E. Kolko, Lisa Nakamura and Gilbert B. Rodman (editors),
Race in Cyberspace. New York, Routledge, 2000.

89 Most languages, this is. Some languages, for example Chinese written in
pin yin, can be gender nonspecific.
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For the moment, however, one of the consequences of this kind
of identity experimentation is of more pressing interest.

As a man, there's nothing incompatible with having a female
persona (nor vice versa): Although men can't be women in real
life (without a series of very unnerving operations, anyway),
they can be women in virtual worlds. Your persona is you, in the
virtual world: You can be female there, whatever your real-life
gender.

When you're starting out, though, you have to play a role. You
have to decide how you think a character of the opposite sex
would act, and stick with it. Your own identity can adapt toward
that of your character’s, but your character’s can't (at this stage)
shift much toward your own. It's locked in place.

This brings us to consider the nature of role-playing.

The Role-Playing Paradox

Experienced players will sometimes speak of “wearing” a
character, like they might wear a mask. The freedom of
revealing less of their outer selves can lead them to reveal more
of their inner selves. They can, therefore, learn more about their
inner selves, and change their character so it fits more
comfortably. Ultimately, their inner and outer selves line up,
and character becomes persona.

This is often described as role-playing. It is not. Role-playing is
about assuming a role and maintaining that role. The role
doesn't change; if the character changes, it's only for reasons
that make sense for that character, not for the role-player.

An actor on a stage is playing a part. Actors might put more of
themselves into a part as they come to know their character, but
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they can't change the part. A theatergoer might notice a distinct
difference between performances six months apart in a run, but
actors and their characters remain separate. Spending every
night playing a poisoner may give an actor insights into the
mindset of such a person, but it's unlikely to turn the actor into
a poisoner; crucially, it most definitely won't turn the poisoner
into an actor.

Players can adapt their characters. Role-players determine not
to. Role-playing is therefore a sub-class of playing. Both are
paths to fulfillment, and both have the same overall goal: Being
someone else in order to become a better you. Unfortunately,
the term "role-playing” is widely applied to all kinds of playing
in virtual worlds—it's even incorporated into the acronym
MMORPG. Properly, though, it should only be used to describe
fluid-player-to-set-character play. Much confusion flows from
this.

I should point out that putting yourself in someone else’s shoes
is a perfectly valid way to learn more about yourself; I'm not
about to disparage role-playing here. What I am about to
disparage is the misunderstanding of what role-playing is, and
the design paradigms this misunderstanding has promoted.

Role-players map themselves onto a character. They don't map
the character onto themselves. In so doing, they can come to an
understanding of what makes their character tick, which
enables them to reflect on their own attitudes, beliefs, and ways
of thinking. The key is that they change, but the character
doesn't. The default for virtual worlds is for both to change. As a
role-player, you can only learn about yourself as you approach a
character; once you reach the character, you can learn no more
from it. You have to take another role if you want to go in a
different direction.
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This, then, is the role-playing paradox: As a role-player, you try to
become your character; however if you succeed then you're no
longer role-playing.

In other words, the journey is the point of the exercise, not what
you do when you get there.

So role-playing sets up the necessary conditions for immersion,
but the harder you role-play the less immersed you get:
Thinking about your character as a separate entity breaks
immersion. The more you think about a line to decide whether
it's right for your character, the greater the distance you put
between yourself and that character. The conscious post-editing
of your character’s words means the subconscious separation of
you and your character.

This isn't how players and designers of virtual worlds usually
see it at all.

Soft Role-Playing

Role-playing in virtual worlds is one of those concepts that is
inherited from “parent” virtual worlds without a great deal of
thought as to its nature. Consequently, over the generations it
has become less understood. There are honorable exceptions—
particularly among TinyMUSHes—Dbut for the most part virtual
worlds have a fairly relaxed idea of what constitutes role-

playing.

One of the tenets of role-playing is that role-players must have a
role to play. It doesn't matter per se whether these roles are
created by individual players or they're assigned by some
referee. Players usually like to create their own characters, but
in practice most settings have constraints on the roles people
can play (no cowboys in the court of Louis XIV). A midway
position is therefore usually adopted where a number of
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scenario-specific templates are provided (musicians, advisors,
guards, courtiers) and players get to choose which one they
want. They can customize their character further if they so
wish, so long as they stay within the character’s (and scenario’s)
stated parameters. There will be limits on specific roles (only
one person gets to be Louis XIV) and balance issues between
generic ones (guards are needed—not everyone can be a
courtier). These are rarely hard to resolve, though.

Although this template scheme works for role-playing in
general (historical reenactments, Murder on the Luxor Express
dinner parties, theatrical productions), why does it appear in
virtual worlds? In almost every virtual world, one of the major
decisions players have to make when they create their
characters is what class they have to be. Why is that?

Early MUDs did not have character classes. Some second age
virtual words introduced them, but it wasn't until the third age
that they really took off. Character classes?® were absorbed from
AD&D, which ultimately got them from the miniature
wargames (that is, wargames using toy soldier “miniatures”)
that gave rise to D&D.

In a miniature wargame, units are categorized much as they are
in real life: A Napoleon-era general might think in terms of
cavalry, infantry, and artillery units, each with its own
particular strengths and weaknesses; a player in a miniature
wargame will also look on their units this way, with perhaps
special miniatures to represent major individuals on the
battlefield (for example, Napoleon). If the battle were in a
fantasy setting (say, the Battle of the Five Armies from The

9° Traditionally these are all variations on fighter, magic-user, cleric, thief; as
these are fantasy-oriented, though, players and designers will sometimes
speak of tank, nuker, healer, rogue.
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Hobbit), there might be units representing monsters (wargs,
orcs) and specialist troops (elven archers, dwarven axe-
wielders), plus a few for individuals (Bilbo, Gandalf, Beorn,
Thorin) and wild cards (eagles). A more generic fantasy setting
might have units for magic-users, fighters, holy men, and so on,
their powers on the battlefield defined in terms of a quick-and-
easy level rating.

Taking these characters out of the battlefield and into the
dungeon, their classes and levels were already set; their abilities
could be defined in terms of those classes and levels. Thus, when
role-playing evolved as a concept in gaming, character classes
were already there. However, role-playing meant taking on the
role of an individual (as opposed to a unit comprising several
individuals), not the role defined by a class.

This traces how character classes came to be a part of virtual
worlds, but it doesn't explain why.

Well, there are four reasons:

e Expectation. Virtual world designers had played AD&D.
AD&D had levels and classes; virtual worlds had only levels,
therefore they ought to have classes, too.

e Individuality. Players like to feel unique. If a virtual world
isn't richly featured enough for players to differentiate
themselves by their deeds, give them one that enforces
differentiation.

e Balance. If one playing style leads to greater success than
others, most people will adopt it. By deliberately partitioning
the player base such that there are several styles, each of
which is dependent on the others for success, a virtual world
is much more interesting. Adventuring groups form social
bonds, too.
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e Direction. Not everyone knows who they want to be. If you
stand at a crossroads, can you decide which road to take if
there are no signs? Classes provide signs.

Note that none of these have much to do with role-playing.
Somewhere, players and designers alike lost sight of what it
meant. Instead of class being an aspect of an individual,
individuals were aspects of a class. Role-playing meant being a
thief or a healer, not being Knuckles or Justina.

Thus, we have two paradigms for role-playing in virtual worlds:
classless and classbound®".

I much prefer classless. Here's why.

Let's consider that list of reasons why classes appear in virtual
worlds. The first one, expectation, is not really an issue.
Nowadays if players see a virtual world with no classes when
they were expecting classes, they might want to know why
classes are missing—that's okay, we can tell them. They're not
going to ignore a world through some sense of “incompletion,”
though, if indeed they ever were before.

The next reason, individuality, is a consequence of a world's lack
of depth. If your world is so shallow that players can't do
different things unless you give them different tools, you need
classes. Today's virtual worlds should not be this shallow,
though. Modern tabletop role-playing games use skills systems
rather than classes; this build-from-pieces approach offers far

9 Because the early (classless) MUDs were British and the tabletop
(classbound) standard came from the U.S., these were originally called the
British and American styles of role-playing. I prefer classless/classbound,
however, because it's more accurate and doesn't carry connotations of
nationalistic bias.
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greater variety than the cookie-cutting land of classbound
systems.

Balance can be an issue. If there is no explicit fence keeping
abilities separate, what is to stop someone from maxing out in
fighting skills, magic, and healing, and becoming invincible?2?
Won't everyone end up looking and acting the same? Again, this
assumes that your virtual world is so impoverished that it can
only offer players one overarching goal (normally “kill things to
get stuff so you can kill more things"). However, at a practical
level balance is dependent on how advancement works. If it
takes you the same time to become a level 20 fighter/magic-user
that someone else takes to become a level 40 magic-user, you
have the worst deal—they'd probably beat you easily in combat.
People can still take different career paths and parties of
specialists will still be formed. To stop getting maxed-out killing
machines, either introduce permanent death into your virtual
world or take off the level caps.

The final reason for having classes is to give players a vision of
the future. They choose a destination, board a train, and know
where they're going. The same can be done with character kits,
though—skill sets optimized for a particular playing style
template. Chapter 5 gives a few other ways to do it. Players
seeking direction want to know that fighter and magic-user are
careers it's sensible to pursue; they don't care whether these are
implemented as classes or as kits.

Okay, so a classless "role-playing” system can be tweaked to do
what a classbound one can. There are a few other minor reasons
for using classes, but solutions to those can be hacked together,
too. This doesn't explain why anyone would want to use a

92 Such characters used to be called tanks or tank mages, but now the term
"tank” is used to apply to any out-in-front fighter character.
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classless system, though. Classes are easy to implement. What
does a classless system offer that a classbound system doesn't?

It offers change.

People play virtual worlds to explore their identities: You
pretend to be someone else in order to become a better you.

In classbound role-playing, you begin your journey of self-
improvement with a definite goal in mind. If you want to be
mysterious, aloof, singular, and powerful, you become a mage; if
you want to be quick-witted, spirited, independent yet lovable,
you become a rogue; if you want to be strong, noble, valiant, and
victorious, you become a fighter. Or you pick one of the many
sub-classes that make this virtual world different to the one
next door.

It's aspirational. You decide where you want to go, then you
board the train and the virtual world takes you there.

But it's a train. It runs on rails. You can't get off. You have to
start with another character and board a different train if you
want to go somewhere else. There may be a branch line for
"fighters who do some healing” or “thieves who thieve for good,”
but they're still lines. Between the lines is a whole continuum of
experience that you can't ever reach. You may get the occasional
glimpse through the window, but you can't ever visit it no
matter how much you like the scenery.

In a classless system, you can go where you want. You may start
out intending to be a fighter and have your character take a job
guarding a merchant caravan. From there, you may try some
minor trading yourself so you can improve your weapons and
armor, but discover that you prefer the trading to the fighting
so you switch to being a merchant full time. Or maybe the
bandits who raid the caravan are fighting for freedom from a
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tyrannical ruler, so you join up with them, rising through the
ranks until you find yourself a major revolutionary figure who is
given the job of reconstructing the country when peace finally
comes. Now if at character-creation time you'd been offered the
chance to become a merchant or an aid worker, would you have
taken it? No, because you wanted to be a fighter. In a classless
system, you can still start off as a fighter; you can still stay a
fighter, if that's where your calling lies. However, you can also
veer off and become something else if the muse takes you.

In a classbound system, you can only be what the designers
determine you can be. In a classless system, you can be
something that the designers haven't even dreamed of.

It's possible to tinker with class systems to allow some degree of
lateral movement. EverQuest 2 has a funnel-like system, which
doesn't force newbies to make any major decisions as to what
class they want to be. As they go up levels, however, they have
to specialize more and more, until they become locked in to
their chosen career. This is a great way of helping newbies settle
in, and by the time they commit themselves to a single class
they're pretty sure it's the right one. Unfortunately, it's still only
the right one of those available; it's still only the right choice for
Now.

The same argument that applies to classes also can be applied to
character races. Just as magic-users differ from fighters, so
magic-users that are human differ from magic-users that are
elves?3. If you take on the role of a blue-skinned, triton-waving,
lizardoid fighter then you probably will find things about
yourself that you wouldn't if you didn't, but it could well be an

93 Gender differences don't generally apply, though. Hey, virtual worlds are
progressive places, they don't want any sexism. Institutionalizing abstract
racism seems to be fine, though. See Chapter 8, “Coda: Ethical
Considerations,” for a further discussion of these issues.
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unsatisfactory experience. It has the same dual player/character
drift that you get in classless systems, but the character is
constrained; when it reaches the boundaries of what the virtual
world allows, the player still wants it to move, but it can't.

This is soft role-playing: The character can change, but not
always by enough to supply the player's needs. In hard role-
playing, the character remains fixed, which sounds like it should
be even worse; however, the player changes willfully, and can
therefore be more systematic about challenging their attitude
and behavior. After the hard role-player has wrung a role dry,
they drop it and choose another; soft role-players have no such
option, which can make for a frustrating time.

As a virtual world identity-exploration experience, role-playing
works. Staying with one role the whole time is inherently
limiting, of course, but it can be more intense. Unfortunately,
hard role-play immersion is only ever ephemeral. Nevertheless,
done right it can be very rewarding for players: MUSHes in
particular are often entirely role-play in nature, with no one
playing out-of-character (OOC). Role-playing also is

perfectly compatible with virtual worlds in which the majority
of players are not role-playing; most of the time, it's only a

problem if people try to use it as a shield (“That wasn't me who
insulted your mother, it was my other character.” Yeah, right.).

That's most of the time....

Very, very occasionally, over-enthusiastic role-playing can lead
to problems—problems that provoke some of the most
profound, negative emotions that players in virtual worlds ever
have the misfortune to feel.
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Masquerading

Role-playing a character is one thing; role-playing a player is
something else.

Suppose you're male in real life, playing a female character.
Some other player asks you whether you're female in real life.
You have three options:

e Tell the truth. Everyone knows you're a real-life guy, but
who cares? Most people will happily play along with the
fiction.

e Don't answer the question. Everyone still knows you're a
real-life guy, but they respect the fact that you're role-
playing and want to keep in character.

e Lie. Now you're not role-playing a character, you're role-
playing a player (an alter ego) who is playing a character.

Why do people lie about player/character mappings?

It may be because they have a real-world reason for it: They are
an administrator for the virtual world trying to get a sense of
the “the word on the street”; they are famous and want to take a
break?# they are parents checking out that a game is suitable
for their children. In this sort of situation, they are said to be
playing incognito. Usually, they'll be happy for the
administrators of the virtual world to know the score, just so
long as other players don't find out.

For the majority, though, there usually isn't any premeditated
reason to lie. They do it because they can, or because it gives
them a frisson of excitement, or because they like the way

94 Even Superman had to be Clark Kent some of the time.
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people treat them, or simply to see what happens. Almost
always, they don't think it's all that big a deal to start with; they
will nevertheless try to keep their activities a secret from
administrators just as much as from other players. Role-playing
a person who is playing a character is called masquerading.

The problem with masquerading is that deep relationships are
formed between people, not between characters. Characters can
have virtual relationships (a player can cause Tommy to act like
he loves Tammy), but players have real ones (the player playing
Tommy really does love the player playing Tammy). The longer
and more convincingly a lie is sustained, the more meaningful
the relationships formed become; when the lie is finally exposed,
the emotional effect can be absolutely devastating. Finding out
that the 20-year-old, wheelchair-bound ex-athlete you've been
getting to know over the course of two years is actually a 40-
year-old company lawyer from Chicago could represent for you
a betrayal of trust at a profound level. All that time you were
building up an emotional attachment, someone was playing you
for a fool. Everything was a lie, from beginning to end.

I've seen it happen several times, and it really is very, very
upsetting for all concerned. So, how do you spot it?

Most of the time, it's easy. People will often realize what's
happening in time and stop before things get out of hand. Of
those that don't, many are found out early because of flaws in
their role-playing (“"How come you type so fast if you have two-
inch long fingernails?”). For the remainder, it's harder.
Nevertheless, because most people don't plan on masquerading
(they just fall into it), there are a number of common themes.

Players will:

e Claim their alter ego is physically attractive or of high
status.
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e Give their alter ego's character the same valid real-world
name as their alter ego (especially when crossing
gender).

e Invent some reason why their alter ego can't go to real-
life meets (disability, phobia, lives in Saskatchewan).

e Never give out their phone number (or, if they do, will
always insist on talking in the virtual world whenever
you call).

e Avoid players who really are what the player is only
pretending to be (men playing women will avoid real
women).

¢ Bringin “friends” their alter ego knows “in real life.”
These friends never become regular players.

e Have their alter ego take on high-profile roles, usually for
the good of the community.

e Have their alter ego succumb to injuries or ailments that
lead to absences or promised absences.

Of these, the saddest sign is perhaps the last one. The player
feels guilt over their deceit and has genuine fondness for their
virtual world friends. The player knows how distressing it
would be were the truth to come out, so they try to provide an
exit. They stop playing for no reason, but have to come back
because there's no closure, which means they must explain why
they went missing. They set themselves a deadline for when
they will quit and invent a fiction for it so everyone knows
they'll be going at that point, but the fiction makes their bonds
even stronger and they still can't leave.

Ultimately®S, something has to give. If a player becomes a
persona but that persona can't become the player, there is a
tension that can never be resolved. Either the player feels they
have to tell someone, or they make a series of errors so glaring

95 Generally, 18—24 months after having started to play.
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that they are certain to be found out, or they contrive for their
alter ego to leave in such a manner that return is impossible.

The single greatest cause of sudden death among beautiful,
young, female players is that the guy who was role-playing
them wanted an irreversible out.

So could you ever masquerade and get away with it?

Well yes, you could, but you really ought to think about why
you'd want to. It's more appropriate to ask whether you can play
incognito and get away with it. The answer here is that it's
relatively easy in the short term if you obey a few simple rules:

e Don't get attached to your alter ego. It isn't going to last.

¢ Don't get into relationships with other players beyond
politeness.

e Keep your head down. High-profile characters attract
attention.

e Abandon the exercise the moment anyone smells a rat.

e When you abort, don't immediately restart.

For this level of playing incognito, you generally don't care if
you're caught. This is probably just as well, because if you're a
long-term player of the virtual world, then people will notice
your idiosyncrasies sooner or later anyway. After all, if
telegraph operators can be identified from tapping out Morse
code, what hope do you have?

Well, you can take precautions. You can run a spell-checker over
a log of your communications and find out what words you
consistently misspell, then resolve not to use them. You can
think up a few catchphrases like "I guess” or “you know" that
you don't normally use and sprinkle those into your speech. You
can use meticulous capitalization or sloppy abbreviations—
anything to disguise your underlying speech patterns. I once
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played a character incognito whom I decided wouldn't use
nouns that began with vowels; nobody noticed, but it meant I
post-edited every line he said and was thus better able to keep
in character.

This kind of thing leads to a more serious level of playing
incognito. In essence, what you're doing is designing a player in
the same way that a normal player would design a character.
You'd give your alter ego a number of superficial differences in
playing style to your own, some knowledge (and
misconceptions) of the virtual world, enough to throw anyone
suspicious off the scent. “That can't be Mike, he spends all his
time killing undead with a sickle;” “Jo never plays this early in
the evening;” "It's spelled LOSE, not LOOSE!"

Using this approach you can play for several weeks or months
without detection, although I'd recommend getting an
accomplice to help you every once in a while so both your
regular characters and your alter ego’s characters can be seen
hanging around doing sensible things at the same time.

If you plan on playing incognito in the same virtual world for a
year or more, it starts to look less like playing and more like
espionage. It's hard, but not impossible, to escape detection, as
long as you're well prepared in advance and have reasonable
acting skills. Here's what to do:

e Be sure you have a very good reason for embarking on this
task. "To have fun” is not a very good reason.

e Ensure you can spare the time. This will really gobble it up.

e Design your alter ego from the ground up. What makes it
tick? What are its goals, background, fears? How intelligent,
articulate, extrovert is it? Do some personality tests in-
character, make sure it's all consistent.

e Give your alter ego a history. What has it done in life? Who
are its friends and relatives? Why are they playing this
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virtual world? Be sure to come up with some reason why no
one can phone you (paranoia only works as an excuse for
four months or so before it starts getting harder to justify).

e Give your alter ego an online history. Six months before you
need your alter ego, create a web site. Illustrate it with
photos of a friend who is not stunningly good looking. Hand-
code the HTML so it looks different from your own web site.
Later, create web sites for friends and put links between
them. Make some Usenet posts. Tell nobody about these—
it'll look suspicious. Let people find you through search
engines.

e Don't give your alter ego skills or knowledge you don't have.
If their favorite music is classical, be ready to answer
questions as to whether Mahler's use of strings is sublime or
over the top. If your alter ego speaks German, you'd better
speak it too.

e Dry-run your alter ego on other virtual worlds and in chat
rooms. Make sure it works coherently and you can keep it
up.

e Either use an accomplice or never go on vacation. Your
accomplice plays you when you're away, not your alter ego.

e Use a separate PC for your alter ego. Firewall it. There's just
too much risk of detection from cookies, misdirected emails,
and slips in concentration otherwise.

e Locate your alter ego somewhere remote, so meeting anyone
in real life is impractical. Important: You should have been to
this place in real life; keeping a guide book or a web site at
hand isn't enough.

e Have an out from the beginning. Absolutely the best is the
main reason most people leave—to play some other virtual
world instead. However, if you do this, then you may be
tempted to return. You might therefore prefer to choose
some life-changing event in advance that will enable you to
leave your friends behind without causing them any
worry—your alter ego is going to college, or is getting
married, or is doing voluntary service overseas.
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e Leave false clues that you are someone else, preferably
someone in a position of power in the virtual world. If
anyone suspects your alter ego of being someone playing
incognito, they won't think it's you.

e Ifyou plan on doing this several times, build more than one
false identity and overlap playing times. If alter ego X is due
to leave in a few weeks, introduce alter ego Y now.

¢ Do not form deep relationships. Playing incognito is
deceitful, and no matter how good your reasons for doing it,
you have no right to trample over people’s emotions. Have a
barrier in place from the very beginning—inventing a
steady real-world boy/girlfriend is perfectly acceptable.

e The instant you are suspected, stop playing. If you don't,
things will only get worse than they are already.

I've listed this sneak’s charter for two main reasons.

The first is to continue the discussion on role-playing. If people
can go to these lengths and play incognito for two or more years
at a time, shouldn't this have weird side effects on their sense of
identity?

It's quite possible it could have, yes. This really is something
nobody should attempt unless they know what they are doing!
That said, some people can play this way successfully for long
periods—years—without ill effects. This is because it enables
the separation of immersion from identity. You don't feel that
you are in the game, you feel that the player you've created is.
Identity drift can still occur between character and invented
player (or even you), but rarely between invented player and you
except by explicit reflection. This is because immersion in a
real-world invented alter ego is overwhelmingly more difficult
than it is in a virtual character, if indeed it makes sense to talk
about the concept at all.
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The lesson we can learn from this is that although immersion
and identity are strongly interdependent, they're not
inseparable. One of my hobbies is taking 3D photographs, which
consist of two 2D images taken from slightly different angles,
viewed side-by-side. If I cross my eyes, I can make it appear as if
there is only one image, but it's out of focus. [ have to bring it
into focus while keeping my eyes crossed; this means
decoupling the eye's focusing mechanism from its directional
mechanism. After years of experience, I can now do this easily,
but it took a while to learn the technique. So it is with
immersion and identity: Although normally they work together
so closely that it's as if they're a single system, actually we can
now see they're not. Immersion may help bring dimension to
identity, but it's only the default way to do it. You can be
immersed through the medium of a constructed player without
its greatly impinging on your sense of self. From this, we can
deduce that it isn't immersion that drives the celebration of
identity, but something else of which immersion is an aspect.
We'll return to this topic later in this chapter.

My second reason for describing how someone might go about
dishonestly deceiving players as to their real-world identity in
this underhanded fashion is that unfortunately it's really useful
for designers on the live team to be able to do this. Data-mining
can only go so far%. By actually playing a virtual world as a real
player from beginning to (nominal) end, designers can get an
unparalleled understanding of what it “feels” like. They don't
have to rely on the outpourings of players on rant sites to tell
them what's wrong, they can see it with their own eyes—and
they can also see if a problem is nonexistent or is being

9% David Kennerly, Better Game Design through Data Mining. San Jose,
Proceedings MUD-DEV Conference, 2003.
http:/luserwww.sfsu.edu/~kennerly/game_design/Data_Mining_files/
frame.htm.
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exaggerated out of all proportion. It really does give them an
understanding they simply couldn't get any other way.

Whether they have any moral defense for these actions is
another matter, of course. It's not unprecedented in the real
world: Henry V of England dressed as a common soldier and
wandered among his men on the eve of the Battle of Agincourt;
the Russian emperor Peter the Great traveled Europe incognito
as Sgt. Pyotr Mikhaylov, spending four months as a carpenter in
the shipyard of the Dutch East India Company at Saardam
before working in the Royal Navy yards at Deptford.

For a game designer, well, it's up to you. If you don't like it, don't
do it.

From a purely pragmatic point of view, it would probably be
more useful for a large-population virtual world than for a
smaller one. I've done it several times for both MUD1 and MUD2,
and feel that on the whole it's worthwhile as long as you really
are finding it useful. If you're not, stop. If it becomes an
obsession, stop. If your alter ego falls out with your friends, stop.
Especially if other people start investing in emotional
relationships with you, stop.

Players may take issue with this. The live team stomps on
people’s feelings? And because it's for the long-term "benefit” of
the virtual world, that somehow makes it okay? Don't players
have rights?!

That's actually quite an interesting question.
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Player Rights
Players do have rights. Players are real people, real people have
rights?’, therefore players have rights.

Characters, on the other hand, have no rights whatsoever.

For example, it makes sense to say that players have a right to
exist, but no sense to say that characters share that right.
Characters can—and do—get killed regularly in game-style
virtual worlds. Characters don't even have to have a human
being controlling them.

When players become so immersed that they merge with their
characters, they still have rights. Their characters (personae)
now have rights too, but only in the sense that players do.
Killing a persona does not kill a player; it might cause a player
severe emotional distress, but any system embodying “the right
not to be made very upset” would be wholly impractical ("You
mean I can't dump my girlfriend?”). Systematically persecuting
a player through the vehicle of their persona, on the other hand,
does border on oppression (if not exactly torture). It's still the
player that suffers, though, not the character. Just because
someone puts your character on a rack, you can't claim it's “just
like” you were put on the rack yourself. It isn't.

There is, however, an often-supposed notion that players
nevertheless have rights in a virtual world beyond those
granted by the real world. There are two arguments as to why
this should be the case.

The first argument is that the players of a virtual world make up
a population, and populations determine for themselves what
rights they have. Who gave the citizens of the United States

97 In theory, if not always in practice.
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their rights? "We, the people.” Unfortunately, for virtual worlds
the populace does not have sovereignty. The people who write
the code and run the hardware have sovereignty. The counter-
argument is that with this power comes responsibility. That's
true, it does, but responsibility doesn't mean rights.

The second argument is more pragmatic. Rights are granted by
those who have power. Administrators have power because they
can turn off a virtual world. However, players also have power
because they, too, can turn off a virtual world —they can stop
playing. By constructing a virtual world and inviting people into
it, administrators are conceding that they have a need for
players. Players are therefore in a position to insist on
guarantees from the administrators, enshrined as a
constitution, otherwise they'll go play elsewhere. Players have
rights because in the end it is they who wield the most power,
not the administrators.

As a thought experiment, Raph Koster constructed a Declaration
of the Rights of Avatars%, based on the French Declaration of the
Rights of Man and of the Citizen and the American Bill of Rights.
On the face of it, the result is way too unpalatable for most
developers to swallow, however it loses a lot of its bitterness
when rewritten in plain English as "advice to virtual world
administrators” rather than “rights of avatars.” What it then
amounts to can be summed up pretty well as:

e Ultimately, someone has their finger on the power button.

e What this someone says, goes.

e Ifthis someone doesn't provide a code of conduct for their
virtual world, then anyone playing in it deserves all they get.

9% http://www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/playerrights.html
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e Ifthis someone wants to change the code of conduct, they
should consult their players, but they can ignore whatever
they are told.

e Codes of conduct should be fair and should be applied fairly.

Codes of conduct are basically sets of laws. Although the
Declaration of the Rights of Avatars assumes a U.S. perspective
(anything not prohibited by law is permitted), this isn't to say
that alternative forms aren't valid (in much of continental
Europe, what is not permitted by law is prohibited). It's just one
example of what a constitution might look like.

There are two areas of confusion, however: Between players and
characters and between real and virtual worlds. The following
argument illustrates both.

Let's accept that people have rights to liberty, property,
security, and freedom from oppression. This does not mean that
their characters have any such rights. If my character locks your
character in a room and steals your stuff, that affronts no
inalienable rights. Its rightness or wrongness is determined
entirely by the context of the virtual world. Some virtual worlds
may be constructed so that this is intrinsic to them. If I were
playing in an “escape from Colditz??" virtual world, I would be
disappointed if my character could walk out of the front door
simply because some right to virtual liberty was being
infringed. I would expect the guards to destroy my character'’s
digging tools if they found them—it would spoil the game if my
character’s property rights made this unconstitutional.

99 Nazi Germany's highest security prisoner of war camp, a converted castle.
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Even if you were to buy a virtual object with real-world money
from its real-world owners'°°, that still would not mean your
character had any "right” to it. My character would not be
prevented from stealing it from your character if that's how the
virtual world worked. You'd still real-world own the object, but
that would not mean you could demand that it be changed in
the virtual world unless you'd also bought some sort of explicit
servicing agreement. You could conceivably argue that changes
due to bugs in the code be reversed, and you may have a case if
your object were destroyed. However, if in the real world you
own a piece of a virtual world, you can't extend this to say your
character owns it in the virtual world.

The implementation of the virtual world alone determines the
meaning of ownership— and everything else—within that
virtual world. If you know this when you buy your virtual object,
you can't complain. It would be like taking a bicycle back to the
shop because it didn't turn to gold when you sat on it. The laws
of physics don't work that way in the real world. In a virtual
world, everything tangible is subject to the laws of that virtual
world's physics. That includes concepts that are nonphysical in
the real world, such as that of ownership.

Virtual worlds don't work the same way that the real world
works. It is a mistake to assume that they do.

So what can we say about players’ rights?

e Players have rights in the real world, of which the virtual
world is a part.

e When considering rights, virtual worlds should only be
thought of in terms of being a part of the real world.

190 This will originally be the developers, no matter how much players would
like to believe otherwise.
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e Administrators can take their ball home if they like.
e Players don't have to play ball if they don't want to.

For designers, the only impact of this is that they should always
remember there are real people attached to virtual characters.
These people can be affected in the real world by events in the
virtual world. If the way these people are affected breaches their
rights (or the laws that express these rights), then the designer
is errant. Fortunately, the context of the virtual world normally
provides enough cover that even when designers do slip up the
damage is not normally too great. In the same way that
someone who deliberately visits a museum of slavery can't
complain if the accoutrements of enslavement exhibited within
give them nightmares, so a player who signs up to an "escape
from Colditz" game can't legitimately complain if there are
images of Nazi regalia everywhere. They could, however,
complain if their character escaped from Colditz and
encountered a starkly realistic depiction of a concentration
camp. They didn't sign up for that, and suddenly the game is not
a game any more.

Most problems of this nature will come from misjudgments
rather than from deliberate flouting of the law. It's quite
difficult, in fact, to conceive how a designer could contravene a
player’'s fundamental rights in the real world by means of
constructs in the virtual one.

That said, this is not actually hard-and-fast'°’. I'm not a lawyer,
none of what I have said here has yet been tested in a court of
law; it might turn out to be complete hogwash. So young is the

191 There are philosophical arguments that suggest avatars (in addition to
players) should have rights, although that's not to say that they must have
them or that they should all have the same ones. See Wesley E. Cooper,
Wizards, Toads and Ethics: Reflections of a MOO Administrator. CMC Magazine,
January 1996. http://www.december.com/cmc/mag/1996/jan/cooper.html.
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debate that its parameters are still being set. The first legal
battleground to determine the place of virtual worlds in the real
world is likely to be in intellectual property law; whether this
will turn out to be robust enough to settle all outstanding issues
depends on how the lawyers and judges slug it out, but it seems
doubtful. In all probability, it will be some time before a working
legal and constitutional understanding of the place of virtual
worlds is reached.

It would be easy to conclude this analysis of players' rights by
stating that designers have very little to worry about on the
subject, so all is well. It has, however, exposed an issue that
really should be of some concern to them. In the concentration
camp example mentioned previously, it was clear that
occurrences in a virtual world can have such deep real-world
implications to a player that it can break that player out from
the deepest levels of immersion and make them think, “whoa!”
This is something that can't but concern designers. Unless
you're trying to make some kind of provocative artistic
statement'°?, it's not supposed to happen. Players want to be
immersed and designers covenant with them to deliver this
immersion; if something within the virtual world shakes them
out of their immersion, it's cause for concern.

If a player loses immersion like this, it's because they have a
problem with something in the virtual world. The virtual world
falls short of the standards the player expected of it. Those
standards could have to do with the world's physics,
appearance, or performance, but in the concentration camp case
it's far worse: It's an ethical issue. Bugs just show incompetence,

192 Which for most virtual worlds would run counter to what the player was
expecting so much that merely making such a statement would itself be a
statement.
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and can quickly be fixed; poor ethics show poor principles, and
they aren't so easily forgotten.

Ethics are so important that they get a whole chapter of this
book to themselves, Chapter 8, “Coda: Ethical Considerations.”
Don't expect answers—ethical issues are all questions.

I'll wrap up this discussion about the intrusion of reality into
virtual worlds with a celebrated and oft-republished story from
LegendMUD.

A Story About a Tree

A Story About a Tree'®? is an eloquent rebuttal by Raph Koster of
the suggestion that a virtual world is "just a game.” It concerns
a player called Karyn.

In real life, Karyn was from Norway, but she found a virtual
home in LegendMUD. She soon made friends, and would
sometimes bring friends of her own along (although their
English wasn't always all that good, and she often had to
translate). After a while, she set up a web site about LegendMUD,
on which she posted a few pictures of herself (she was very
photogenic; unsurprisingly, as she was a former Miss Norway).

She became more and more integrated into the virtual
community, until eventually she started a guild, “the Norse
Traders.” With much effort, she built up this into one of the
most popular and well-known guilds in the whole game. The
ties between its members were strong, and so were the
friendships that developed.

193 The original essay is at
http://www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/essayl.html.
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One day, some of her friends realized they hadn't seen her
around for a while. They checked her web site, and found to
their dismay a message from her parents. Karyn had died two
months earlier in a head-on collision while test-driving a new
car. There was a copy on the site of a news item (in Norwegian)
describing the accident.

There was an immediate outpouring of grief in LegendMUD.
Emails were dispatched, players who hadn't been around for
months logged in to share their sorrow. A memorial service was
held, and a garden or remembrance created. In that garden was
planted a tree, bearing a plaque: “In memory of Karyn.”

Two things disconcerted the players.

Firstly, how could they feel a genuine sense of loss at the death
of someone they had never actually met? Many of them found it
hard to articulate their reasons, but eventually it was
recognized that Karyn hadn't been just someone they “gamed
with,” she'd been a vibrant part of their community.

Secondly, the grief came at the wrong time. “The Norse Traders”
had fallen apart two months earlier, and no one had thought
why. It was obvious now, of course—its heart had been torn
away. The community had felt Karyn's loss when she stopped
logging in, but only now understood it.

Karyn's tree stands in LegendMUD to this day. It stands there as
a memorial to a much-loved human being, but that it was
erected at all is a testament to the realization among the
players—as individuals—that they weren't merely “playing a
game.” The grief they felt was real; virtual relationships are real;
virtual communities are real.

Virtual worlds are not “just games.”
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A Story About a Tree is not unique. In MUD2 there is a Dally
Lane, named after the man responsible for bringing it out of
academia and into the real world, Simon Dally. Simon was
popular not only as an administrator and a player, but also as a
human being. When he suffered from a bout of manic
depression and committed suicide, the grief felt among the
players of both MUD1 and MUD2 was as intense as that for
Karyn in LegendMUD.

So why did I present A Story About a Tree here when I could have
written A Story About a Road and not have my abridged prose
suffer in comparison to Raph's powerful original?

Let's look at that opening paragraph again and compare it
against the classic indicators for masquerading that I listed
earlier:

In real life, Karyn (BONG!) was from Norway (BONG!), but she
found a virtual home in LegendMUD. She soon made friends, and
would sometimes bring friends of her own along (BONG!)
(although their English wasn't always all that good, and she
often had to translate). After a while, she set up a web site
(BONG!) about LegendMUD, upon which she posted a few
pictures of herself (she was very photogenic; unsurprisingly, as
she was a former Miss Norway (BONG!)).

That's a lot of BONG!s. Add the guild and the violent death, and
Karyn starts to look more than a little suspect.

Before any angry players of LegendMUD email me'®* to say that
they met Karyn in real life and know for sure she was a real
person, I should mention that it's only the abstract principle I'm
concerned with here. The events of A Story About a Tree

194 Richard@mud.co.uk
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happened in 1998, so people have had plenty of time to check the
facts'S. The point is that even though Karyn almost certainly
was whom she said she was, it's easy to see how, in some other
virtual world, someone with her story might not have been real.
There could be some unKaryn in some unLegendMUD who was
truly a fictional construct.

I wouldn't doubt that the grief felt by these unLegendMUD
players was real. I wouldn't doubt that many of the people who
experienced that grief would be deeply offended by the mere
suggestion that unKaryn might have been bogus. It doesn't
undermine the basic point, though.

I've seen players fall in love with other players who turned out
to be inventions. I've seen a player get close to another player
who was the creation of two people playing together because
they could only afford one account (fortunately they aborted
when they realized what was happening). There are complex
factors at work here.

A Story About a Tree shows that players can have real
relationships with people whom they have never met. The
masquerade corollary shows that it's also possible for players to
have real relationships with people who are imaginary.

In virtual worlds?°®, people are constructs in the minds of other
people; relationships between people exist only in the minds of
individuals.

In the end, creating constructs in the minds of players is what a
designer's job is all about.

195 T ought to mention here that I'm not one of those people. All I know about
Karyn is A Story About a Tree.

106 Heavy-duty philosophers and their followers might argue that this applies
to the real world, too.
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Community

So far in this chapter, I've been talking about players as
individuals, at a "psychological” level. Now it's time to look at
collections of individuals, at a "sociological” level. The object of
study increases in size from individual to group to community
to society. In virtual worlds, it's most important to understand
individuals and community first; groups have elements of both
in them, and society implies large numbers of diverse but
interdependent communities that just don't exist in virtual
worlds (yet).

Beginnings

When the Internet hit the headlines in the mid-1990s, there was
much talk about how important “community” was. Community
meant retention: If you had community, people would keep
coming back. I attended numerous conferences where
“community” was hailed as if it were an amazing new discovery.
Big name executives of games companies’ newly formed online
divisions drummed in the idea that community was
IMPORTANT. They didn't know anything else about it, of course,
but they knew it was IMPORTANT.

They were right, of course: Community is important. So is
money, but my knowing that doesn't help me get it into my
bank account. Identifying a problem doesn't solve it.

Back then, community was looked on as some kind of

commodity. “Why won't people buy our sheds over the Net? Our
web site really needs some community.” Times have changed, of
course, and business people now have a better understanding of
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when community can be used and what it delivers. However, it
can still sometimes be seen as a commodity.

Virtual world developers are pretty good in this respect, as it
happens, because most of them have played virtual worlds
themselves and have first-hand experience of what membership
of an "online community” implies. They partition community/
customer and relations/service/management into a separate
division and try to staff it with people who know what they're
doing'?’.

The big issues concern responsibility: If the community
managers want a change made to the way that the virtual world
works (perhaps to correct some perceived imbalance by the
players) but the designers don't want to make it (because they
feel it undermines the integrity of the virtual world), then who
wins? In theory it should be the designers, because they are the
only people able to account for the virtual world as a whole; in
practice, it's often the community managers, because they can
show company high-ups actual short-term data to support their
arguments (designers can only really say long-term “trust us”).
Experienced developers have policy documents in place to
ensure that a balance between knee-jerk compromise and
grandiose vision is achieved.

So, what is community? Interesting though this question is, it
doesn't actually matter to designers—community is what they
get, whether or not they like it! The more pressing questions are

197 Even at the height of its community management problems, EverQuest's
players had few complaints about individual, street-level representatives.
They just hated the guys at the top who made all the bad decisions. Indeed,
there's a growing feeling among community management teams that having
a thick-skinned individual to take the flak for screw-ups is a good idea, as it
gives players a name at whom to vent their emotions but keeps the relations
with the rest of the live team good.
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what kind of community should the virtual world have, and how
should designers set about ensuring it has it?

Unfortunately, communities are 20% nature and 80% nurture.
Designers set up the nature—the conditions that allow a
community to develop along certain lines. The members of the
community (influenced to varying degrees by the community
management team) perform the nurture—how the community
develops. Even identical incarnations of virtual worlds will
usually end up having recognizably different communities.

For many small virtual worlds (such as college MUDs),
communities are already there at the beginning: A bunch of
people from an existing virtual world decide to set up their own,
or an enthusiastic individual does so and calls on real-world
friends to take a look. The community that develops is
sufficiently small so that administrators can directly influence
its disposition. For a large-scale virtual world, however, it's a
different story. Complete strangers will be coming together.
How will this community develop?

Here's how it works.

The virtual world reaches a point where it needs to be beta-
tested. Invitations to the closed beta are sent out, and a small
group of players signs up. The primary aim is for them to test
for balance and bugs; the secondary aim is to create a marketing
buzz about the virtual world so people will be eager to try it. As
time passes, more people are admitted into the program, eager
to see the virtual world and put it through its paces. The world
goes into open beta, accumulating yet more players; thus, when
it finally launches, the developers can be fairly sure that
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everything will work and that there'll already be an established
player base'°®,

So where does the community originate? You can't simply
“create it;" it has to grow from relationships formed between
players. Which players? The beta-testers: They are the ones who
will establish the social norms, the culture, and the ethos of the
virtual world; they seed the community'°?. It would make sense,
therefore, for a virtual world to pack its beta with responsible
individuals who exhibit the kind of mature attitude that will
lead to a vibrant and prosperous community. Gung-ho, hard-
core, hit-it-till-it-breaks beta-testers are therefore perhaps not
the best choice from this perspective.

Here's how to seed a community badly, which happens to
coincide with the industry standard model for graphical virtual
game worlds:

e Recruit the hard-core players of other games as beta-testers,
so you only get the ones with low product loyalty who'll
leave your game the moment a newer one comes along. Go
for guild leaders who might bring their whole guild with
them.

e Enthuse them to create a buzz about your game on super-
critical fan sites read mainly by people who need

108 Small virtual worlds often have problems attaining a critical mass of
players. If a prospective player arrives and finds the world empty, they'll
perhaps potter around for a few minutes but then leave. A second
prospective player arriving five minutes later will do the same thing. Critical
mass means that there are enough players for prospective players to feel the
world is alive. Exact numbers depend on the nature of the virtual world; the
longer prospective players can be persuaded to hang around on their own
before meeting someone, the smaller the critical mass for that virtual world
will be.

199 Seeding is also known as preloading.
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reassurance that the game they play is no worse than any of
the others.

e Create a web site for your own game that won't be read by
any of the people who'll eventually play it.

e Listen to the beta-testers, so as to make your game exactly
like the games they first played against which all others pale
in comparison.

e Hey presto! You have a virtual world primed with just the
kind of players you don't want!

Designers can't do a lot about how a community is born, or even
how it is fostered, but they control its environment. They can
encourage and discourage particularly desirable or undesirable
activities, and although their ability to force an issue is limited,
nevertheless they do have a considerable part to play.

If they're to do it right, of course, they need to have a reasonable
analytic model of how communities work.

Levels of Community

Joe Newbie arrives at a virtual world. He's not there alone—
people are busy, they come and go, the whole place looks
vibrant. He quickly picks up the basics of the user interface he's
using, and feels a little awkward. He's new, he doesn't know the
ropes, he doesn't want to make a fool of himself asking a dumb
question. Yet he's eager to participate, to let people know he's
there. What does he do?

Well, perhaps emboldened by the realization that no one knows
who he is, and that character creation wasn't so painful that
he'd hate to do it again, he makes the first move and regales a
passer-by. Or perhaps a community representative is on greeter
duty and comes over to break the ice. Or perhaps there's a
newbie hose and suddenly standing right next to him is Joanna
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Newbie, whom he can speak to because she's in exactly the same
situation as he is.

The ability to communicate is the entrance qualification for a
community. Everyone who can communicate shares a (very
loose) community with everyone with whom they can
communicate.

As to what they communicate about, that depends. In the first
example here, Joe Newbie just wants to communicate, period. In
the second example, he may have some procedural questions he
can ask of the community management rep, but it'll be at the
level of polite conversation; to the rep, Joe is just the latest in a
long line of newbies, and it's impossible to form strong ties with
all of them. In the third example, though, Joe and Joanna share a
context. Both are in an enticing new world that they want to
explore but don't fully understand, while surrounded by people
who know a lot more than they do. It's daunting, but it'll be
easier if they team up. They have a shared interest: Joe can talk
to Joanna because they're both in the same boat.

Greeters have three aims: to reassure newbies; to ensure they
understand the basics of how to play; to introduce them to the
community. If they can hook them up with another newbie, so
much the better. What happens thereafter is up to the players
themselves.

A lot of work has been done on the notion of community in the
real world. It's important to architects, anthropologists, aid
workers, ad companies (and those are just the A's). Unlike most
of the topics important for virtual worlds, the study of
community has a solid body of work behind it. For designers,
the problem is therefore the pleasant one of distilling salient
points from a wealth of theory.
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Here are the basics of community. Communities are groups of
people who:

e Have the means and opportunity to communicate with
one another.

e Have some reason for communicating with one another.

e Share a cultural context.

e Can choose the degree to which they participate in the
community.

e Can be in other communities at the same time.

Members of communities have to have the ability to
communicate (to talk), the chance to communicate (they're in
the same location as someone who can hear), and some grounds
to communicate (to find something out)"°. They must share a
cultural context, so what they say will be understood (they have
to speak the same language). Communities have voluntary
participation—you can put as much into them as you want to—
and their memberships overlap.

Virtual world designers have understood all this for some time,
at least at an intuitive level, and they routinely look for ways to
further it in their games. They add new communication
commands, new management tools, new ways to enable friends
to find each other, and new dimensions along which players can

group.

These criteria outline what a community is; all communities
must have them to some extent. There are other features that
communities often have, but that they don't necessarily have to
have; the more they do have, though, the stronger the
community is. From a virtual world perspective, the most
important of these characteristics are:

1% Or "means, motive, and opportunity” if you're into detective fiction.
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Members have a shared pool of knowledge.

Members adhere to common practices.

The community has a history.

Members share a vision of the community's future.
Members work together on projects that are for the benefit
of the community.

This list is more useful from a designer’s point of view, because
it suggests concrete ways to encourage communities to be
strong. We'll look at some of these shortly.

Strong communities are desirable because the stronger the
bonds between people, the less likely they are to want to break
those bonds (for example, by going off and playing someone
else’s virtual world). It may therefore appear that pushing
community heavily is an indication that a virtual world doesn't
have enough gameplay to sustain it, however this is not the
case: Community is a good thing to have no matter how
compelling the content of a virtual world is. That said, when
community-friendliness extends to significantly undermining
gameplay, that is a warning sign that a virtual world is in
trouble.

Community "strength” is described in terms of levels of
community. How many levels there are depends on what you
want to use them for, and some levels are more important than
others for particular applications. For the purposes of virtual
worlds, however, there are five levels, the first of which is trivial
but I'll mention it anyway.

In increasing strength:

e Communication
e Community of interest
e Community of practice
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e Community of commitment
e Spiritual community

You get communication by default in virtual worlds; merely by
showing up, you're communicating something. The first “proper’
type of community is the community of interest, wherein people
with the same individual goals and interests group together as a
means of furthering those aims. Mechanisms for pooling and
sharing knowledge and information develop, leading to a
community of practice. An important emergent property of this
is that members start to view the community as offering more
than simply a means to an end, but of having intrinsic value
itself. Community members then begin to work together on
projects that are important to the aims or shared vision of the
community, investing significant time and effort for the benefit
of the community as a whole: This gives a community of
commitment. The final stage, the spiritual community, arises
when individual members understand and trust each other so
implicitly that they can communicate almost intuitively. At this
level, the personal bonds between members are supremely
strong. Most communities never reach this level.

1

For example, suppose after sitting down playing computer
games for too long, you decided it was time to get into shape.
You go to a gym and sign up. Even if you were there to clean the
floors, you'd be able to talk to anyone and they to you, so at the
very least you're in a communication community. The
instructors show you and other newcomers the pieces of
apparatus available, and you set to work. Everyone else there
wants to get fit or keep fit, so they have the same goals as you:
You're in a community of interest. The instructors and some of
the longer-term members give you tips on how to tone up your
abdomen or whatever, and warnings if you're doing something
wrong. In so doing, you form friendships with some of them.
This puts you in a community of practice. One evening, at a
dinner party with a few of your friends from the gym, someone
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mentions that the gym isn't really used much during the day.
Someone else says there must be schools or charities that could
make use of the facilities; after all, helping people become fit is
always a good thing. Someone on the gym's management
committee suggests a feasibility study. You volunteer to contact
the nearby hospital’s physiotherapy unit to see if it would be
interested, another friend says they'll look into any potential
problems with insurers, and pretty soon everyone is involved.
It's now a community of commitment. In the months of fighting
local bureaucracy that follows, the team suffers several major
setbacks; individuals rally to the support of each other, though,
which serves to strengthen their relationships further.
Eventually, when the first of many batches of underprivileged
teenagers arrives for their session, you know exactly how
everyone who helped organize it is feeling—it's as if you shared
emotions. You have a spiritual community.

It's clear from this example that not only can a community be at
different levels, but that it can be at different levels at the same
time. While long-term members of a community of
commitment are out there doing their bit, newbies are arriving
who have some definite personal reason for being there that has
nothing to do with any grandiose schemes for advancing the
community's aims. To be strictly accurate, of course, the
broader community consists of a number of smaller
communities that constantly shift, change, and overlap.
Whether you treat these sub-communities as distinct from the
community as a whole or not is up to you: It makes sense to look
at communities both ways, depending on the context.

Looking just at community levels, virtual world designers are
presented with a number of opportunities to strengthen the
bonds between players. The boundaries between the different
levels of community are particularly fruitful.
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For example, for people to join a community of interest, they
must find other people who share that interest: A matchmaking
service to connect players who are looking for a group with
groups who are looking for new members is one way of doing
this. Allowing groups to own property, keep archives, and
institute a formal structure will encourage the development of
communities of practice. Communities of commitment will
arise if groups are afforded goals that are distinct from the goals
of individuals. Spiritual communities will evolve if groups are
put under immense emotional pressure.

There are two important points to bear in mind if you want to
try this sort of thing.

Firstly, remember that participation in groups is a voluntary
thing. If players can't get anywhere unless they're in a group,
you're effectively forcing them to join a group. Players should be
able to spend time on their own if they feel like it. Explorers may
want to discuss what they've found out after a hard day's
experimenting, but they probably won't want to have to hook up
with six other people just to do the experimenting.

Secondly, the order is important! Putting a community of
interest under severe stress is only going to scatter it most of
the time. Use smaller conflicts as filters so that the riskiest
situations are only available for those groups mature enough to
handle them.

Even in the right order, stress might have unacceptable
consequences. A community of commitment is usually strong
enough to stay together for the most part when the going gets
tough, but there is fallout; it's in repairing the emotional
damage that spiritual communities can arise, but if that means
some players fall by the wayside and quit, is it really
worthwhile? In the real world, army units often form spiritual
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communities under fire™, but no sane army commander is
going to bomb their own troops just to build a sense of
camaraderie.

Levels of community reflect the relationships between
community members. Ultimately, therefore, they depend on the
individuals concerned. No matter how much designers or
community relations staff might encourage players to form
stronger bonds, some people (perhaps most people) are just too
independent. Communities of practice are relatively easy to
achieve, but as soon as players have to commit to doing
something for the community (rather than for themselves),
many will balk. Some players relish the opportunity to organize
others, but a good many more don't—and some of these will
only reluctantly agree to be organized by anyone at all.

When designers are designing for community, they are really
designing for relationships. In Dark Age of Camelot, players who
want to join a group can flag themselves as being available. In
the real world, people who don't want to find a partner can flag
themselves as being unavailable (by wearing a wedding ring).
The defaults are different, but the purpose is the same: to signal
availability or otherwise to prospective suitors.

Groups emerge from the interactions of people; communities
emerge from the interactions of people in groups; societies
emerge from the interactions of people in communities.
Interactions are at the heart of all this. Communities are a very
useful conceptualization for virtual worlds, just as long as the
fact they're made up of people isn't forgotten.

It's a friendship thing.

111
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An Analogy

The reason that virtual world designers find viewing the player
base in terms of communities useful is four-fold.

e Community ties rank among the most powerful reasons
for players to stay with a virtual world. They generate
intangible content, but can be aided in tangible ways.

e The sheer number of players in some virtual worlds
makes it impractical to consider players at a personal
level. It's easier to reach communities than individuals.

e Players frequently act in groups. If you look at them as
individuals the whole time, you miss what's going on
("you can't see the woods for the trees"”).

e Communities act analogously to players. Many of the
things designers know about players can be applied to
communities.

We've looked briefly at the first of these, and will look at it some
more. The second item is purely pragmatic—we have to live
with it, but it doesn't really tell us anything. The third makes a
good point; furthermore, because there is an existing body of
work on this subject, designers can adapt and apply what has
been learned in other fields to virtual worlds. The fourth item,
which I'll address now, is a way that designers can use work in
their own field to think about communities.

Put simply, levels of community are analogous to stages of
player progression. Look back at Figure 3.6:

e Players start as instinctives. They go in all directions at
once to find the limits of what they can do. A community
of interest behaves the same way, all members pushing
their own interests to determine its boundaries.

e Next, players become learners. They embark on a process
of discovery to find out more about what interests them.
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A community of practice is similar, its members pooling
what they know to increase the knowledge of the
community as a whole.

e After this, players become doers. They apply what they
have learned to better themselves. This is like a
community of commitment, where members work
together on projects for the benefit of the community,
rather than for the (immediate) benefit of themselves.

e Finally, players become experts and communities
become spiritual. Both have fully internalized their
experiences.

This is only an analogy: Communities resemble players in some
respects, but are very different in others. The two aren't tied
together, either—it's perfectly possible to have scientist-type
players in a spiritual community and hacker-type ones in a
community of interest, for example. Communities may be
defined by their members, but the reverse does not apply.

Knowing this connection between community development and
player development, though, it's possible to look at both with
more enlightened eyes. Player development tracks, although
they do show how players progress over time, are because of
their origins more focused on what players want at each stage
(rather than what should be provided for them to advance to the
next stage). In contrast, levels of community are mainly to do
with development—how to take the next step toward a spiritual
community (rather than how to provide for players who are
going to remain within a community at the same level for some
time). Thus, designers should be aware that they should
accommodate the stages and transition between those stages,
whether considering community or player progression or both.

There's one final observation we can make (if not actually use).
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Player progression is closely connected with deepening
immersion. Progression of communities through increasing
levels should therefore, by analogy, be closely connected with
immersion of the community (as an entity). How, though, can a
virtual community be said to exhibit immersion? In what sense
can a spiritual community be more “in” the virtual world than a
community of interest? It can't; but it can be said to be more in
the real world than a community of interest, because it forms
real bonds between real players.

Immersion puts the real world into the virtual; community puts
the virtual world into the real.

That's enough community theory for the purposes of this book,
but there are plenty of places you can look if you want to learn
more. For a short introduction to levels of community, read
ethnographer Arian Ward's succinct article, What is a
Community?*?. For a longer one, which discusses virtual world
communities in terms of community studies in general, Chapter
6 of Lynn Cherny's Conversation and Community*3 is invaluable.
For a psychological perspective of virtual communities (with
particular reference to virtual worlds), explore John Suler’s
superb ongoing hypertext book, The Psychology of Cyberspace™.
To learn more about managing virtual communities in general,
consult Amy Jo Kim's Community Building on the Web*> or Jenny

12 For an excellent short introduction (from the point of a work-place
ethnographer), see Arian Ward, What is a Community?
http://www.workfrontiers.com/what_is_community.htm.

13 Cherny, Lynn, Conversation and Community: Chat in a Virtual World.
Stanford, CLSI, 1999.

14 Suler, John, The Psychology of Cyberspace.
http://www.rider.edu/users/suler/psycyber/ psycyber.html, 1996 (orig.).
15 Kim, Amy Jo, Community Building on the Web. Berkeley, Peachpit Press,
2000.
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Preece's Online Communities*®, both of which make reference to
virtual worlds. If you just want a broad but thought-provoking
overview of what virtual communities are, Howard Rheingold's
The Virtual Community™” is still required reading.

Now let's see if we can apply some of what we've learned here.

Influence Through Design

Virtual world design is about consequences. Every decision that
a designer makes will have effects; some effects will be
desirable, some will be undesirable, and some will be
unforeseen. The direct consequences of a design decision can
often be made with a high degree of certainty: If you give
players lock-picking skills that go from 0 to 100 and create
certain locks that require a skill of 110 to pick, you can be fairly
sure that the integrity of those locks will not be compromised
unless someone gets hold of the key you've given to the boss
mobile. The indirect consequences may be trickier to predict:
Will thief-class characters ignore lock-picking skills and max
out pickpocketing instead so they can steal the keys they need?

Making judgments about the likely reactions of players is
difficult, even with behavioral models to help. Designers have
total control with regard to the tangible aspects of a virtual
world, but with intangibles they can only hope to influence
players, not to force them (which is probably just as well). Thus,
designers present their most favored options favorably and

16 Preece, Jenny, Online Communities: Designing Usability, Supporting
Sociability. New York, Wiley, 2000.
"7 Rheingold, Howard, The Virtual Community. London, Secker & Warburg,

1994.

299



300 Chapter3

their most unfavored options unfavorably, but ultimately
players decide for themselves what to do.

Immersion and community are the great intangibles. How can
designers influence them?

Churn, Sink, and Drift

Churn is the rate at which people leave a virtual community.
The greater the level of community, the lower the churn,
because the stronger the bonds that hold the community
together. Most churn occurs in a newbie's early days: They play,
decide they don't like the virtual world, and leave. This cause of
churn is called sink: Newbies show up, play a little, don't like it,
and sink without trace. They may flit into a few communities,
but none of these gain enough of a hold. (Indeed, they may
loosen them: The virtual world itself might be compelling but
have thoroughly obnoxious players.)

If players take a bite of a virtual world and decide they like the
taste, they'll stay longer. For most commercial virtual worlds,
there's a formal start to this: When their free suck-it-and-see
starter period runs out and they have to commit to paying a
monthly fee. From this point, they'll only leave the virtual world
if there are real-world reasons (e.g., they get married) or because
they lose interest in the virtual world. This cause of churn is
called drift.

Contrary to what many players and some community managers
believe, most established players do not leave after blazing,
public rows. Most of them simply disconnect and drift away.
Players who complain the loudest care the most; they're
complaining because they see faults that they perceive as a
threat to their world and their community, so of course they're
not going to leave! They may threaten to leave, and may even act
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on that threat, but in most cases they're back within two weeks
if they do.

No, most players—the “silent majority”—simply drift away
without a word. They appear less and less frequently, until
eventually they don't appear at all. For a commercial virtual
world, players may have to cancel their subscription explicitly
for a break to become formal—a decision they're often reluctant
to make because of the investment they've made in their
characters (it amounts to killing them). However, eventually the
bonds fade so much that even this is not important any more.

Virtual world designers usually want to do as much as they can
to minimize both sink and drift. Much sink is often impossible
to address, being the result of marketing (direct, indirect, or
viral) that draws to the virtual world people who simply aren't
ever going to like it. Beyond that, the more barriers to entry
there are, the fewer people will care to surmount them; a virtual
world with a beautiful character creation system still needs an
"auto” button so that people who just want to play have the
opportunity to do so.

Strategies for inveigling players after they've made it through
the door include giving them a mentor the moment they've
caught their breath, showing them “wow!" environmental
effects within five minutes and rewarding them for absolutely
anything they do. Good help facilities, easy early goals, and
gentle hand-holding will increase the chance that they'll make
the decision to stay for a while; I'll mention a few others later in
this book.

For most virtual worlds, the newbie experience is not all that
great, however. It can be argued that this may be good in the
long term, as it means that those players who persevere really
do like the world and are therefore worth investing time in;
unfortunately, if three times this number of newbies are put off
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who would have grown to like the world had they spent longer
in it, filtering in such a manner isn't necessarily a wonderful
idea.

Sink is about why people want to play virtual worlds; drift is
about why they stop wanting to play them.

Immersion and community are the hooks that pull people in and
the anchors that keep them there. Both can be used to address
sink and drift. Remember, though, that they aren't themselves
the core issues, they're just expressions of them. Immersion is a
freedom thing; community is a friendship thing. Freedom and
friendship are what designers should really be concerned with;
immersion and community are convenient visualizations that
can be used to overlay structure on the two more fundamental
concepts.

With that in mind, we can look at specific ways for designers to
influence community development and individual immersion.

Influencing Community Development

The first decision that designers must make in looking at their
virtual world in terms of community is how large they want
their community to be. The rule of thumb here is that beyond
250 members, a community of interest is going to fragment into
sub-communities of sub-interests no matter what you do (and
most fragment much sooner'®). Most communities will be
communities of interest and/or practice, with overlapping

18 An analysis of community sizes in Reality suggests that 150 is the
maximum, but it could be that virtual worlds (in which people aren't always
present) have a wider penumbra. For an in-depth discussion of groups in
virtual worlds, see Raph Koster, Small Worlds: Competitive and Co-operative
Structures in Online Worlds. San Jose, Proceedings Computer Game Developers’
Conference, 2003.

http:// www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/smallworlds_files/frame.htm.



Players

subcommunities of commitment. Very few spiritual
communities will exist, and when they do they'll be very small
(just a handful of players).

If you're looking at a large user base, therefore, the question
becomes: How large do you want your basic communities of
interest and practice to be?

Large communities are:

e More robust. In times of stress they can spin off smaller
communities instead of shattering.

e Easier for newbies to join. They have more people out
recruiting.

e More accommodating. There's always "room for one
more."

e Fewer in number. You don't have to provide so many
interests about which they can form.

e Easier to merchandise to. Sell 50 baseball caps instead of 5.

e Easier to link to reality. People visit their web sites and
attend their meets.

e More powerful. Therefore their actions are more dramatic.

e Inclusive. Socializers and achievers prefer them.

Small communities are:

e More intense. Someone who is 10% of a community has a
bigger say than someone who is 1% of it.

e Quicker to develop. Fewer people make for a more
streamlined passage through community levels.

e Friendlier. Newbies are treated by all members at a
personal level.

e Less fractious. If a small community erupts into civil war,
fewer people are caught in the crossfire.

e More diverse. The special interests are more special.
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e Exclusive. Killers and explorers prefer them.

Of course, you'll get a range of community sizes whatever you
do; your influence comes in pushing the bell curve toward larger
or smaller communities.

You can do this in two ways: By providing or failing to provide
in-context community management tools for the players
(bigger communities need more tools, therefore if you don't give
them these tools it's harder to keep such communities
coherent); by setting the natural lines of partition. In general,
failing to provide tools for no reason other than you don't want
players to use them is a bad idea. Partitioning is therefore the
favored approach for determining average community size.

Lines of partition vary. The most obvious (because of the way
basic communication works in virtual worlds) is to use
geographic partitioning. Players who are in the same
communication space, with access to the same kind of resources
and experiences as other people in that space, will find it easier
to form communities with one another than with people in
spaces that are remote. Therefore, by providing boundaries to
spaces a designer can foment community within the population
penned in by the space.

Examples of geographic boundaries (in decreasing strength) are

e Physical. Walls, impassable mountains.

e Resource-based. Expensive boat rides, hard-to-find single-use
keys.

e Mental. Tiresome-to-cross forests and deserts.

e Relative. Your magical powers diminish as you move further
from your mana source.
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The most popular''? way to effect partitions is by functionality.
This comes in two flavors: Those who have similar functions
(mages all join the mages’ guild) and those who have
complementary functions (someone to take damage, someone to
cause damage, someone to repair damage). The former tends to
lead to large, clearing-house communities of interest that then
form sub-communities (while remaining part of the community
as a whole); the latter will lead to smaller communities of
commitment fairly rapidly.

In theory it's possible to take any tangible property of a
character and use it as a basis for forming a community. It's
conceivable to have communities based on character gender,
character race, character strength, color of character’s hair,
whether the character’s name begins with J—the list is endless.
In practice, though, only character experience happens often
enough to be significant: Relative newbies will often join with
other relative newbies on the basis that they can't join up with
anyone else. Although mixed-ability groups are possible,
providing mixed-ability content for them is awkward, so many
designers prefer players to hang out with their peers anyway.

These are communities formed about in-context interests, of
course. Many communities form for out-of-context reasons.
There may, for example, be communities of real-life friends, of
people who speak some foreign language, of fans of some TV
series, or of people who share the same real-life gender'*°. There
is little that designers can do to stop such communities from
forming, even though they can spoil immersion for non-
members (and for members, too).

19 Because it's a by-product of other design decisions that designers often
make.

120 Interestingly, although groups of female-only players aren't a staggeringly
unusual sight, groups that deny entry based on real-life ethnicity are as rare
as fish feathers.
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Partitions can be formal or informal. Formal partitions are ones
that the virtual world provides itself, hardwired in. Most
geographic partitioning is formal, although the weaker ones can
be informal. Functional partitioning can be both. Typically, a
virtual world will come with some prefabricated placeholders
for communities that the designer wants or that the fiction
demands. For example, all villages may be defined to have a
"leader” office, the holder of which is responsible for setting
local rates and deciding on what to spend the resulting income.
The purpose of this role might be to give politician-type players
something to shoot for, but because leaders are elected by other
players™! a "natural” pressure for a geographic community of
interests exists. This would be a formal partition. Alternatively,
a group of players may get together and become bandits,
raiding plump wagon trains. They, too, will choose a leader. This
would be an informal partition. The designer may have
deliberately created plump wagon trains with the intention of
inciting players to become bandits, but unless there's a tangible,
bandit-specific construct involved, the community of bandits is
informal.

Communities made up of members with complementary
functionality are generally informal, but there is often a
"winning formula” that ensures they gravitate toward a
common make-up. By careful composition of gameplay
elements'?, designers can predefine roles without necessarily
hardwiring them. The fighter/magic-user/cleric triple may be
classic, but it's not the only possibility even for combat (the real
world's traditional infantry/cavalry/archer triple is arguably
better for gameplay purposes, as it's more stone/paper/scissors).

?! Non-player characters are usually either disenfranchised or statistical
aggregates.
22 Or, more usually, by evolution based on blind chance discoveries.
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The point, though, is that by engineering a need for team play at
this level—whatever the roles involved — designers can
encourage players to seek out members to complete their team.
This means unattached players are actively sought out and
brought into communities, rather than left to mope around
until someone takes pity on them. Once the team is formed, the
barriers go up and its members are relatively insulated from
social contact with members of other teams; this usually leads
to the speedy formation of a community of commitment. The
approach can work spectacularly well (see EverQuest), but
suffers in that not everyone wants to play as a team the whole
time.

Another decision that designers need to make concerning their
groups is how modular or intertwined to make them. If players
can be members of more than one community, that gives them
multiple possibilities for finding the one that's right for them.
More cynically, it gives them multiple reasons for not leaving. If
communities are modular, the argument goes that they provide
a hot-house atmosphere, with nowhere for players to go to cool
down, therefore disputes come to a head and are resolved
rapidly instead of brewing for weeks. Thus, they will grow to a
spiritual level that much more quickly. Unfortunately, if a
community is modular then it can leave a virtual world as a
module if its members so decide, setting itself up in some other
virtual world instead.

To entwine communities is fairly easy once you've made the
decision to do it: You simply provide orthogonal interests that
some members of a community might share but that others
won't. A player may bond most tightly to their regular party
members, but also have friends in the fighters' guild, the army,
the swordsmith co-operative, the Northlands expatriates club
and the glove collectors’ society. If you want to encourage some
of them further, build formal hierarchies that have

307



308 Chapter3

preconfigured cross-links (“Sorry, we only buy old swords from
members of the fighters' guild”).

To modularize communities is easier in one sense, in that it
means less design work overall, but it's quite hard to achieve in
practice because of the constraints it imposes on the rest of the
design of the virtual world. The DikuMUD paradigm of party
roles (as exemplified by EverQuest) is one way, and the fealty
hierarchy of Asheron’s Call is another. The key is to stop players
from "leaking out” of their tight little groups without stifling
them to the extent that they feel they've joined some weird
mind-control cult. Unfortunately, the more variety a designer
provides, the greater the urge players have to pursue disparate
interests. EverQuest overcame this by having one overarching
interest (kill things to get stuff so you can kill more things).
Asheron’s Call attempted it by not providing mechanisms for
players to organize outside the central hierarchy, but found to
its cost that this caused frustration and resentment. It's one
thing to provide only carrots to eat, quite another to provide a
variety of food but only let people eat the carrots.

Big communities will hold together better if they have
structure. Structure will also help formal communities come
into being, as it gives them a framework to flesh out. On the
other hand, structured communities can't always form in an
impromptu fashion and their overt lack of equality is a barrier
to achieving spiritual level. Designers realize that structure is
important for communities and will often provide a number of
methods by which groups can be formed, merged, and
unformed, by which positions can be created and players
promoted, demoted, or shifted sideward, and by which members
can be admitted or expelled. Communication channels, group
ownership of property and bank accounts, group-specific
iconography—all these can be added to help structure. The only
caveat is that it should still be possible for groups not to have
structure if they don't want it. A bunch of mages who meet in a



Players

pub and decide on the spur of the moment to go off and try to
take down some trolls without a tank, just for the hell of it, don't
want to have to buy a guildhouse in order to get a private
communications channel to use.

Chapter 5 discusses different ideas for formal and informal
hierarchies and other social arrangements that can be used to
help crystallize communities about them. For now, though, we'll
conclude our look at communities by considering ways to
promote community in general.

Ways to Promote Community

Having ways to shape communities is all well and good, but you
need to have communities in the first place. Communities will
form whether or not you want them to, of course, but except in
very particular cases (for example, psychological or
anthropological studies) you should do everything you can to

1

promote them. Note that's “promote,” not “force.”

Here are some suggestions.

Communication

The more that people communicate, the more they will develop
relationships. The more relationships that develop, the stronger
the community becomes. Remember that it's individual
friendships that are important: Community is just an emergent
consequence of these friendships.

Provide channels. Let people receive messages by their names,
their locations, their character’s properties, the groups they're
members of, by topic—the more the merrier. Let them do it
using real-time typing, through message boards, through
email— however you can. Let them opt out of channels that
don't interest them so they can focus on the ones that do. If
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none of this fits with the virtual world fiction, change the fiction.
It's that important.

Supply ways for them to exhibit non-verbal cues. Studies of real
life communication always show the importance of body
language, facial cues, tone of voice, and so on at conveying
meaning. People will use gestures while on the phone, even
though the person at the other end can't see them, because it
helps them express their thoughts. You can't take such things
into the virtual world, but you can provide substitutes that
allow for players to articulate themselves without using words.
Use "smile,” "weep,” and every expression of emotion in between
that you can find in your thesaurus. If they need tangible effects
to support them, add these. Include modifiers, so you can "annoy
Gilead"” or "praise Gilead.” Allow adverbs, “say 'hi there'
sarcastically.” Put in freeform emotes/poses: It doesn't matter if
your graphical world can't depict “emote bares his fangs in a
gesture of territorial defiance,” just let the guy type it. MUD2
has used emoticons, :-), as commands for years. Look at other
people’s virtual worlds for ideas.

Filtered Communication

This isn't as important as communication itself, but by allowing
communication itself to be a topic of communication, further
communication can be stimulated. Communication filters are
fine if they don't remove too much meaning from the message
and don't become the default. If your virtual world has a “say”
command, add "lisp,” “stammer,” “stutter,” and anything else
you can think of. If characters drink 10 bottles of ale, replace all
occurrences of the letter “s” in their speech with “sh.” It's only a
diversion, but if it prompts only one conversation in 10,000 it's
worth it.

"o

Be very careful about adding barriers to communication. These
can be unifying if done carefully, but they also can be counter-
productive. Players communicate with one another in (usually)
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English, but their characters might theoretically be speaking
Elvish. Therefore, if another character comes along who doesn't
speak Elvish, they shouldn't see the English (“Thorina says
something in Elvish”). Thus, the players with characters who
can speak Elvish can operate as a community closed to those
that can't; it gives them an in-context secrecy filter that works
naturally as a community boundary.

Providing a "common tongue” that all players can speak (in
addition to one or more other in-context languages) is a way to
enable communities to form across these language barriers;
allowing characters to learn other languages is another way. If
you do decide to use language as a community partition (as Dark
Age of Camelot does between its three realms), you have to be
confident in advance that you'll have a player base large enough
to withstand such partitioning.

Mutual Dependencies (Characters)

If characters are dependent on other characters to succeed, then
players will come to trust those characters who don't let them
down. Bonds will be formed, and (if these are reinforced often
enough) communities will arise. All members of an adventuring
party should depend on one another to some degree, but there
are plenty of other ways to promote mutual dependencies.
Simple economic need is a favorite: Miners need blacksmiths to
buy their iron, and blacksmiths need miners to provide the raw
materials they need. This can be extended in different
directions, for example temples may need worshippers to cause
deities to give their priests powers, and worshippers may need
those priests to cure diseases, purify water, and vaporize
undead.

There's a danger of going too far and forcing players to
maintain such a web of contacts that they never get anything
done. If you need to source 50 components to make a cart,
you're not going to make any carts.
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Remember that the idea is to promote dependencies, not to
enforce them. Some people like being independent, and will
resent being made to rely on others. If blacksmiths want to dig
their own iron ore, it should be possible for them to do so.

The dependencies here are gameplay ones. It's possible to create
social dependencies, but these always seem "forced;"” besides,
socializers will group together anyway without prompting. The
exception is when the dependencies are between community
newbies and community oldbies. For example, suppose
characters lose status for living in a dirty city, but lose even
more status if they sweep the streets clean. Newbies, who have
no status, can clean the streets without losing status, for the
benefit of the community. It's therefore in the interests of
oldbies to attract newbies to their city, so they don't lose status.
The oldbies depend on the newbies (which is the reverse of the
normal state of affairs).

Coupled with the idea of dependencies, find ways to allow
players to do each other favors. Player A may not depend on
player B to achieve some goal, but player B can make it a lot
easier for player A by helping in some trivial way. Acts of
kindness are the currency of friendships.

Mutual Dependencies (Communities)

As well as dependencies between individuals, create
dependencies between communities. Again, the simplest way to
do this is economically: The elves make the bows and arrows
that the humans use to hunt boar so they can sell the meat to
the elves. It doesn't have to be this clear cut, though: The
sorcerers and the necromancers keep apart so as not to
contaminate each other's magic wells.

Dependencies that are threatened can give cause for conflict. If
humans cut down trees to make fires on which to roast their
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boars, this may impact the elves. If there are so many sorcerers
that a single magic well is not enough, they may need to set up a
second well nearer the necromancers.

Dependencies are about resources. Although some won't be
physical (“the secret of fire”), most will be. Miners convert land
into iron; blacksmiths convert iron into swords; soldiers convert
swords into land. Characters can be resources: Priests convert
worshippers into powers'3,

Economics and related issues are discussed in Chapter 4, “World
Design.”

Reconnection

If you miss a session in the virtual world because your cat was
ill, the rest of your party may have moved elsewhere. How are
you going to find them? Even if you know exactly where they
are, it's not really pleasant to spend half an hour trekking
through swampland to hook up with them.

If people are members of a community of interest, they need to
be able to communicate with one another; if it's a community of
practice, they need to be able to access one another’s data; if it's
a community of commitment, they need to be able to act in
concert with one another; if it's a spiritual community, they just
need each other. The domain in which these proceedings take
place is the community space for that community. For mages
passing spell sequences between each other telepathically, all
action and interactions takes place through the telepathic
network, therefore that would be the community space. In most
cases, though, the virtual world itself is the community space. In
order to participate in a community, members need to be
proximate to the rest of the community in its community space;

123 This brings new meaning to the phrase, “preaching to the converted.”
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for virtual worlds, therefore, this means that characters must be
able to reach the same (virtual) physical location as other
members with relative ease. In other words, they have to be able
to teleport to them.

There are two main problems with this. First, it's often fiction-
breaking. If it took eight of us five hours to reach the oasis and it
took seven of us another five hours to reach the pyramid, how
come it takes one of us only five seconds to make the second half
of the journey? Magical explanations are always possible, of
course, but the players will view them as the cop-out that they
are, spoiling immersion. The second problem is that if
characters can appear anywhere at a moment's notice it makes
everywhere local to everywhere else; this plays merry hell with
economic systems.

Fortunately, there are ways to promote connection without
screwing either the fiction or the economics too badly. These
are discussed in Chapter 5 in some detail, but they essentially
involve finessing everything through the medium of offline
action. When you're not playing, your character is still active.
When you restart, you decide where your character traveled
during your offline period and appear there.

Jargon

Jargon consists of new (or specialized meanings for old) words,
terms, and phrases; it comes with communities of practice.
Although often seen as a barrier (if you don't speak the
language, you're not ready to join), jargon can be a very effective
way of making players feel they really are part of something. It
serves to draw in people: You hear someone say "rotate aggro”
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and you want to know what it means*4. Acquiring the
vocabulary gives you a badge that says, "Hey, I'm one of you.”

Don't consciously create your own jargon—TIlet it evolve. That
way, you'll get terms that fill a genuine need. The important
thing is to record anything that sticks, and make the record
available to players. Journalists called the jargon used by MUD1
players MUDspeke, so for MUD2 I compiled the MUDspeke
Dictionary, accessible from within the virtual world itself as an
out-of-context command'S. People look up what words mean,
and can use them themselves. It helps them become accepted; it
makes them part of the club.

Don't dismiss jargon as unimportant. Try speaking to a fellow
designer without knowing what PvP, PVE, RVR, PD, and PK
mean, and see how far you get....

Communal Activities

Sadly, players can't gather round a camp fire and have a good
sing-song; lag, if nothing else, prevents players from acting in
concert to this degree. Nevertheless, there are things that
players can do together as (virtual) leisure activities, and
designers should support them.

For example, players like to tell stories. This doesn't mean that
there should be a bard class and everyone should be obliged to
listen politely to their excruciating poetry. It does mean that
there should be venues and situations conducive to storytelling
and suggestions as to how to go about it. A somewhat overt
approach would be to have a Storyteller's Hall, for example,
containing a variety of atmospheric rooms, each with a

24 It's EverQuestish for “take it in turns to become the subject of the
attacking creature's aggression.”
25 It's also available at http://www.mud.co.uk/muse/speke.htm.
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Storyteller Stone that bears the legend "tell your part of the
story, then pass me on.” It's crude, but it works.

Another example: Provide players with musical instruments.
When someone plays the instrument, generate music. It doesn't
have to be complicated (although you can allow some MIDI-style
composition if you wish). Playing an instrument is tangible: If
someone else in the vicinity plays another instrument, you can
lock it in to the same time and rhythm as the other player, lag or
no lag. It's possible to build up bands and orchestras this way.
Other players can dance to the music. They're communal
activities that serve no gameplay purpose (although one could
be devised). They're popular because they bring people together.
Asheron'’s Call 2 features the playing of musical instruments
precisely for this reason.

When people have done something exhausting, they want to
relax. In the real world, that can mean going to the virtual world
for some fun. Sometimes, though, the nature of this fun can
itself be exhausting, and players need a way to relax within the
virtual world. Give them ways to do it, or they'll log off and find
a real-world alternative.

Stake-Holding

Members of communities act and interact in community space.
If they own some of that community space, it can help them feel
like they're a permanent part of that community. For virtual
worlds, that generally means they should own some virtual
place of residence. It shows they care for the community space,
and therefore (by extension) for the community.

Textual worlds introduced the idea of owning property; indeed,
building their own house was a major preoccupation of players
of TinyMUDs from the very beginning. Many MUDs using
codebases that didn't let players access content-generation
tools also allowed characters to own houses, although the
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practice was not widespread. Its importance was only really
highlighted by its inclusion in Ultima Online, where it proved a
galloping success'?®.

Stake-holding is good for other reasons, too. Like any property,
players see housing as an investment. If they spent weeks
collecting the necessary resources, found the perfect plot and
designed exactly how they wanted their building to look, they
will be loath to quit and leave it to decay.

From the live team's point of view, property can be a useful
indicator of a community's well-being. If the area where all the
bards congregate is run-down, with few people on the streets,
something is wrong in bardland and it merits investigation.

I'm talking about stake-holding in terms of housing here, but it
doesn't have to be just that. Players who create in-world works
of art, or who have acquired some (other) unique piece of
content, will often feel that they have more of a stake in the
virtual world than those who don't.

There are no major reasons not to have housing (or some
equivalent) but plenty of major reasons to have it. Unless you
have a compact or highly content-driven virtual world, put it in.

Things to Demote

Some things are generally good for communities, and some
things are generally bad. There are any number of real-world
reasons you wouldn't want these anyway, but players being
players they'll sometimes occur. Designers should make every

126 Interestingly, it almost didn't happen. The development team worked all
weekend to implement it, having got word that Origin's upper management
planned to include it in a deadline-beating feature—cut the following
Monday.
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effort to prevent this from happening unless explicitly trying to
make some kind of point or working with precisely controlled
gameplay mechanics.

The main ones to watch out for are:

e Xenophobia
e Prejudice
e Oppression

Xenophobia can cause an individual community to become
stronger within itself, but it will be isolated from the rest of the
virtual world in a way that other communities aren't. In some
virtual worlds, modular communities often have no motive to
interact with other communities, but that's quite different from
having a motive not to interact with them. A party of EverQuest
adventurers might keep itself to itself, but if some other party
asked to team up for a while to tackle a particularly tough
monster, they'd generally give the suggestion a fair hearing. A
system that made it easy for the second party to slaughter
members of the first party once they'd gained their trust would
cause these communities to become more tightly woven (which
sounds good) while treating every other community as a threat
(which may also sound good, but is most certainly not). People
don't like having to be on their guard the whole time. Under this
kind of pressure, modular communities will emigrate to some
other virtual world where they're not going to have to watch
their back.

Prejudice is another problem, and one that is harder to deal with
as it relies on real-world points of view. An adventurer might
consider all socializers to be lazy cowards and a socializer might
consider all adventurers to be one-dimensional primitives.
Making socializers and adventurers have some mutual
dependency would help if done well, but done badly it could
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cause resentment and make matters even worse. You have to be
very careful, but it's tractable.

When prejudice is based on the real-life attributes of players
("She's a real girl, they're unreliable”) there's very little that can
be done; when it's perceived as a response to prejudice (“We
don't want your male prejudices in our group”) there's even less.
The only strategy available is to make the virtual world
sufficiently engrossing and immersive that people leave their
real-world prejudices behind; if they form new ones in the
virtual world, well, at least your community-promoting
strategies are there to address it.

Prejudice is bad because it uses the community-promoting tools
to undermine community. What causes bonds can be used to
break them. Communication is good, but not when what is
being communicated is an ill-judged message not to
communicate with someone else. Some people really are
detestable, of course, and deserve their fate; prejudice metes out
the same fate on those who don't deserve it. Again, this could
strengthen a community under attack, but it can provoke
xenophobia while doing so and drive the community out.

Finally, oppression is not to be encouraged. Again, some
idealistic designers might see it as the ideal way to fuel
community. Under the heel of the despot, the players form tight,
close-knit groups as they plot the revolution. Then, suddenly,
they rise up as one, depose the tyrant and form a spiritual
community that lasts in perpetuity.

Unfortunately, players intensely dislike being given orders by
other players or having to hand over their property. The only
reason they'll put up with it for extended periods is if they
figure that at some point they'll get to have a slice of the
oppressor's power themselves. In the real world, oppressed
peoples have no escape except revolution or liberation; in virtual
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worlds, they just go somewhere more conducive to having fun.
Thus, designers should strike out anything in the virtual world
that allows any player unfettered access to mechanisms by
which they can make the lives of other players a misery. Always
have checks and balances.

Influencing Immersion

People want to be immersed. Designers want them to be
immersed. Therefore, designers and players can collude to make
immersion happen. In this sense, immersion is easier to design
for than community, because it mainly involves telling players
what they want to hear. You don't have to worry about how
much immersion you want, or how quickly to deliver it—just
give them as much as you can as quickly as you can, and they'll
do the rest.

The key to immersion is persuasion. The more persuasive an
environment is, the easier it is to become immersed in it. The
biggest weapon in the designer’s armory of persuasion is
familiarity. You might at an intellectual level know you're in a
virtual world, but if everything acts just like it would in the real
world then you gradually find yourself treating the world as if it
were real while knowing it isn't. Because you do know it isn't
real, you can still behave as an individual in ways that you
wouldn't if it were the real world, yet because it feels real you
can nevertheless believe you're in it. When knowledge and belief
coincide, that's immersion'?’.

127 In viewing the presence of individuals in virtual worlds as participatory
theater, that is, as hard role-playing, the concept of immersion stops short of
this. There's a discussion of this kind of immersion with respect to text-
based virtual worlds in Chapter 4 of Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck:
The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace. New York, Free Press, 1997.
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Although similarity to reality is a good way to influence
immersion, it suffers from the fact that at first glance players
don't want reality; if they did, they could have it by default for
free—they wouldn't be in the virtual world. Historical, magical,
and futuristic virtual worlds by necessity must differ from
reality; however, that doesn't mean they don't intersect with
reality. Players can still be given a strong sense of familiarity,
which will smooth their path to immersion just as much as it
would in a present-day setting.

This “similarity to reality” approach to inducing immersion
seems to suggest that graphical virtual worlds have the edge on
textual ones, because they have pictures (like reality) whereas
textual worlds don't. Although in the short term they are indeed
patently more like reality, in the long term the situation is not
so clear cut. The constructs that designers are creating exist
only in the minds of players: Graphics put it there through the
senses; text puts it there through the imagination. Text can
convey nuances that graphics can't; indeed, it can convey
nuances that reality can't except through language. Text is also
harder to deny. It is not, however, anywhere near as immediate
as graphics. On the whole, therefore, text gives the more
immersive experience, but it starts too slowly for many people.
With graphics, you can still reach immersion, and you start off
halfway there already.

The more that players don't have to think about interacting
with their environment, the less they will think about it, and
therefore the more immersive their time in the world will be. As
an example, consider gravity. There's no inherent reason why a
virtual world should have gravity pulling people down—it could
just as easily pull them clockwise around the planet. If it pulls
them down, though, players take it for granted. They know what
will happen when they drop something. They know what will
happen when they jump off the ledge. They don't even have to
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think about it, as it matches their model of real-world physics. It
enhances immersion.

If they know it, they don't have to learn it; if it works like reality,
it seems more real; if functionality is transparent, it won't be
seen. When players say that a virtual world is unrealistic, they're
complaining that it is breaking their immersion'?®. Magic
doesn't happen in real life, but in a Fantasy virtual world it's not
unrealistic; if it appeared in a Cyberpunk setting, that would
indeed make it unrealistic.

Let players use their intellect to operate within the context of
the virtual world; don't force them to use it to maintain the
illusion of reality for themselves.

Ways to Promote Immersion

Immersion will happen almost by default in a virtual world
eventually. Nevertheless, designers shouldn't take this for
granted. Here are some ways by which to promote immersion.

1_

Again, note that's “promote,” not “force.”

Control

The more immersed a player is, the less the virtual world can
dictate to them. In particular, it can't treat their characters as if
they weren't people.

If my character waves and the feedback is, “You wave
enthusiastically,” that takes control away from me. I didn't

128 Tronically, many breaks in realism occur for playability reasons. This is a
trade-off common to all games that have some form of reality simulation in
them. For a clear and relatively concise assessment of the issues, see Steve
Jackson, Realism versus Playability in Simulation Game Design. Proceedings
Joks i Tecnojocs conference, Barcelona, 1991.
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"wave enthusiastically;” what I did was “"wave.” Virtual worlds
should not presume to control my character for me.

The only exception is if I give my consent. If my character
consumes alcohol, I'm explicitly relinquishing some degree of
control. Loss of control is a well-understood property of alcohol.
Therefore, if my character suddenly staggers off involuntarily in
some direction after consuming a bottle of port, I've consented.

There is an implied consent to submit to environmental effects,
but only in moderation. Your character may sneeze from dust,
laugh when tickled, catch a bad cough—all these are acceptable
if done infrequently, and help sustain the impression that the
virtual world works like the real one. It's just about okay to let
characters faint if they spend too long near a powerful heat
source. It's not okay to have a mind-control spell go off that
makes them attack their friends.

There's a gray area covering the situation where players try to
do something really stupid. If a newbie runs up to a cliff edge
and doesn't stop, what should the virtual world do? Let them
continue running and fall to their doom? Or put some self-
awareness into their character and have them pull up? If a
newbie wants to attack a dragon alone, should the virtual world
let them or should it point out they stand only a one in 20 billion
chance of winning?

The best (albeit still not ideal) solution is to allow players to set a
safety switch. If they decide at character-creation time to be
prudent, then an attempt to jump off a cliff would be blocked
("You don't think this would be prudent”). A reckless character
would make the jump; a paranoid character wouldn't drink an
unlabeled potion. Later, the player could change their safety
setting if it started getting in the way of play.
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Another example of taking control from players is giving them
goals they don't have. This most often happens in training
programs for newbies, where designers are trying to teach new
players the ropes. New characters aren't necessarily new
players, so there should always be a way to decline a quest. “The
first thing you need is a weapon. There is a shop....” No, the first
thing I need is a teleport ring from a guy who owes me one, so |
can meet my buddies up on the mountain where we're tracking
werebears.

Detail

More detail makes for more persuasiveness. There are two
caveats: Detail should be non-contradictory, and it should be at
a consistent level. Contradictions usually only arise when two
different designers working on disjoint parts of the virtual
world independently specify content that clashes; this problem
is almost always easy to fix. Inconsistent levels of detail are
another matter, though. They arise because designers focus on
one feature without following through the implications. For
example, it may be possible to fell a tree to expose a hollow core
that you can climb down through, but not be possible to fell any
other trees, even saplings. Players would accept the same level
of depth throughout (that is, no fellable trees) but if one tree can
be chopped down and others can't, they're reminded that
they're in a virtual world. Furthermore, it's an incomplete one
(from their point of view) because felling trees isn't fully
implemented. Better you can fell no trees than just one.

Detail in the virtual world is in terms of both depth and breadth.
This means lots of things working in lots of ways, arranged
together in an integrated fashion. Initially, everything in the
virtual world should make sense. Alchemists making fire bombs
wouldn't live in crowded areas, loggers would have their depot
next to a river, forest creatures wouldn't all be carnivores. If
players come across something out of place, it's either out of
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place for a reason (“This tower is miles from civilization, how
did they build it? Unless...”) or it's because some player did it.

Critical to this is the sense that the virtual world has a past—
that it was fully functioning before players came along. Most
virtual worlds have a backstory to explain how and why things
came to be the way they are. This serves two purposes: to
introduce gameplay concepts that wouldn't make sense
otherwise; to set the context so that newbies know in advance
what kind of world they're entering (it may even attract some of
them, especially if it's a big license).

Backstory isn't history, though. You may assert that in the time
before the coming of the humans, elves, and dwarfs roamed the
lands, but that doesn't tell you which parts of the land they stalk
now, and why that makes sense. A handy tip is to run a board
game simulation'? of the virtual world's history that can
provide the necessary explanations. Use what the simulation
implies in the virtual world: Why this area has a sizeable
minority population of dwarfs; why that area has ancient
reptilian monuments; why in those areas the humans speak
Elvish. It all adds to the veracity of the detail that will enable
players to buy into the world.

Detail is important. Having greater detail is one reason that
textual virtual worlds can be more immersive than graphical
ones.

129 Just choose some existing board game that you think will work and use
your own map. Half a day playing Diplomacy is fine if it gives you concrete
reasons for why the elves ended up scattered to the four winds and the
dwarfs remained stuck in their mountain redoubt.
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Freedom of Choice

Designers decide what options to provide to players and the
manner in which to provide them. This is how design influences
players.

For promoting immersion, it's slightly different. The whole
point of identity play is that you're free to make choices.
Designers may suggest directions that you hadn't considered,
but they have to stop short of actually recommending any of
them. It's for you to make up your own mind.

Virtual worlds should be as open-ended as possible. Players
should be able to try anything. They don't have to succeed (there
are too many killer-type players for that), but they do have to
know they could have tried. The decision not to do something
can be as life-changing as the decision to do it. Let players take
their own path.

This particular way to promote immersion is one with which
many designers feel uncomfortable. They don't like giving
players the freedom to make major decisions because, all too
often, they make the wrong one. They then refuse to accept it's
their fault, sulk, and quit. The counter-argument is that these
are the players who were going to quit after a short while
anyway, so why pander to them? From this point of view, the
guestion boils down to: Do you want their business for a couple
of months or don't you?

It's actually a broader issue than that, though, involving
concerns such as narrative, content, and (of course) community.
Choice of action has implications beyond immersion that must
be considered.

Choice promotes immersion. It's up to individual designers to
decide whether to act on the fact, though.



Players

Self-Expression

Self-expression is another way to promote immersion. By giving
players freeform ways to communicate themselves, designers
can draw them more deeply into the world— they feel more of a
part of it. Communication and stake-holding help players to
exhibit self-expression in addition to being ways to promote
community; the decision to have them therefore looks trivially
easy.

Self-expression allows players to discover more about
themselves, which is almost a definition of the goal of
immersion. It also, to a lesser extent, lets them find out more
about the virtual world; this, too promotes immersion.

The only real reason to curtail self-expression is the impact that
it can have on other players. However, that is a very powerful
reason. One person's self-expression can be someone else's
“limbo dancing wasn't a feature of life in ancient Rome.” The
appearance in a recreation of Victorian London of a character
called Ladyboy is going to unimmerse even those players who
smile when they see the incongruity of it. It can undo hours of
work: A designer may have agonized over the exact positioning
of a field to create just the right sense of rural idyll from a
neighboring hillock, but if someone has planted potatoes in it in
the shape of a smiley face then it's all to waste.

Self-expression will find a way, but promoting it will increase its
prevalence. It helps immersion for individuals, although it can
reduce immersion for other players. Whether this becomes a
problem depends on the maturity of the player base and the
vigilance of the community management representatives.

Things to Demote

The twin enemies of immersion are Reality and sterility.
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If players are continually reminded that they're in Reality, it will
disrupt their sense of immersion. You can't stop someone's
significant other from bringing them a mug of coffee, but you
can stop your virtual world's interface from being intrusive and
you can prevent references to Reality from sneaking in. Keeping
Reality out is why commercials are unacceptable in virtual
worlds, but product placement is comparatively okay.

Demoting Reality can be tricky because designers often want to
provide mechanisms to support other features (particularly
community) that involve reference to it. Immersion usually
loses out in these conflicts, because returning to it is relatively
quick. When it does become necessary, designers must first
consider whether they can hide it within the virtual world's
fiction. If they can, that's fine; if they can't, they should formally
take it out of the virtual world in some way—a separate
window, a different color of font—so that players perceive it as
being distinct from where they were. When the screen returns
to normal, they can then (hopefully) dive right back in where
they left off.

Sterility is counter-immersive because it induces ennui. While
they're having fun, players are working toward immersion;
when they become bored, the direction changes and they work
away from it. Note that this does not happen in the face of
unpleasantness, unless the unpleasantness is relentless; players
accept change while immersed, but not fossilization. It's as if
you're watching a movie and suddenly the projector locks in
freeze-frame: You may not have been enjoying the movie, but at
least you were absorbed by it; now, you're out of it.

Of all the ways to kill a virtual world through bad design, boring
the players is the one most guaranteed to succeed.
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Chapter 4

World Design

The scientific view of the real world is that human beings and
other organisms are under constant evolutionary pressure from
the environment and from each other. The environment was not
designed for humans, and neither were humans designed for
the environment; this is because there is no "design.” Things got
to be the way they are through complex combinations of chance
events.

The religious view of the real world is that one or more deities
created it. Normally, the deities put the world together before
introducing humans into it (rather than creating both at once or
the humans first). However, from the beginning, the deities
intend to populate the world, and therefore design it with the
humans who will live there in mind.

For the real world, you should decide for yourself which of these
views is the more correct. For virtual worlds, discount the first
one. Deities create virtual worlds; designers are those deities.
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You know, when you start designing your virtual world, that it
will have players. These are the people for whom you are
designing your world. They won't spend millions of years
evolving to fit it; you have to create the world to fit them. The
more you know about them, the better you will be able to do
this. Therefore, you should look at players first; only then can
you look at worlds.

We spent Chapter 3, "Players,” looking at players. Now we can
look at worlds.

Scope

The nature of a virtual world's design is determined by three
factors:

e Business. What will it cost? How will it be sold?

e Technical. What can be implemented? How long will it
take?

e Gameplay. What will people do? How will they have fun?

These are general terms. “"Business,” for example, doesn't
necessarily mean commerce: Even a free, stock, textual world
will need an investment of time, and its players still have to
come from somewhere.

Using Chapter 2's, "How to Make Virtual Worlds,” model of a
massively multiplayer games development house, "business”
covers company leadership, sales/marketing, finance/accounts,
and HR; “"technical” means software development,
operations/IT, art/animation, and support/QA; gameplay is the
design team.

This chapter concerns only gameplay.
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Typically, business will want the virtual world to have certain
features that it considers prerequisites for its success. Some of
these just won't work in a virtual world, and others will be
unimplementable. Technical will want a heavily over-specified
kit, on which it will implement everything in experimental,
beyond state-of-the-art ways. Gameplay wants a world that
won't sell, and that would need more computers than there are
atoms in the universe to support it.

There will thus almost certainly be criteria from the business
and technical sections to which the designers must adhere.
These will vary on a case-by-case basis, but the ones that are
most frequently “a given"” are

e Genre
e DPlatform
¢ Unique selling point

Designers of virtual worlds have very little influence on genre
unless they had it explicitly written into their contract when
they signed up. Designers of free textual worlds effectively run
their own company, so in theory can do whatever they like; the
availability of a suitable codebase may force their hand, though.

Nevertheless, within a genre there can still be a lot of leeway.
Fantasy and Science Fiction are very broad areas, for example.
Even within a license there can be freedom, although as noted in
Chapter 1, "Introduction to Virtual Worlds,"” some licenses are
pickier than others.

Related to genre is the user base. Designers can't choose where
their players come from. Often they have to address a particular
market. A virtual world expected to be played primarily by
adolescent boys will be different than one aimed at
homemakers. An inclusive virtual world that welcomes
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everyone has balance issues that a world for children aged eight
years and under doesn't. Designers can hope to expand beyond
their core player base, but the core itself is often determined
from the outset.

The technical platform of both server and client is also a given,
although the client more so than the server. This isn't too bad:
Designers look on technology as physics that they can't do
anything about, so they accept it. It's only an issue if
programmers push their luck and claim that things can't be
done that can.

Architecture, however, is a technical consideration that may be
imposed for business reasons. Designers are told whether the
virtual world will be textual or graphical, and, if the latter, what
sort of graphics they will be (2D, 3D). From a purely gameplay
point of view, text is better for intimate, intense, imaginative
worlds where thought is more important than action and
individuals are preferred over parties or clans. Graphics are
better for gregarious, large-scale, beautiful worlds where action
is more important than thought and clans and parties are
preferred over individuals. Designers have no say in which they
get.

A unique selling point (USP) is a Big Idea that marketing people
feel will attract players and interest to the virtual world.
Examples are: "Inter-clan warfare!,” "Pay real money for game
money!,” and "A five-year story arc.” Most of these aren't as
unique as the people who think them up like to imagine, and
they're often of dubious worth as selling points, too.

Designers can have a big idea, just the same as anyone else. Be
very careful if you do, though. A big idea completely dominates a
project, with everything becoming subservient to it. This makes
the virtual world one-dimensional, preventing people from
having multiple big ideas.
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Sometimes, though, a big idea can lead to a paradigm shift.
EverQuest may have been dominated by the big idea of having
first-person graphics, but benefited because this really was a big
idea (albeit one pioneered by Meridian 59).

So, designers will have constraints on what they can design. For
the most part, these will be beyond their control, and represent
a non-negotiable starting position. Within such parameters,
however, designers have absolute dominion. It is here that the
virtual world is shaped to their will.

This is the context that the remainder of this chapter assumes.

Major Decisions

Designers can't leap right in and start work at the nuts-and-
bolts level. Although such a "bottom-up"” approach may work for
smaller tasks, virtual worlds are too complex for this. If you
were designing a cruise liner, you wouldn't start by specifying
the décor for cabins. Yes, at some point you would need to do it,
but there are other things that are more important; some are
even so important that they impact on it (the cabin's
dimensions, its window sizes, furniture access, and so on).

So it is for virtual worlds. Some things have to be decided first,
because they affect what is decided later.

Most of these have already been introduced in this book, so now
let's look at them in detail.

Ethos

What kind of a virtual world do you want?
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To alarge extent, it depends on the players. Where will they
come from? What will their background be? What player types
will dominate? Why will people eventually leave?

Players bring aspects of their real-world community—their
culture—into the virtual world with them. Part of the point of
virtual worlds lies in being able to pick and choose what you
leave behind. Culture is that which is passed from generation to
generation without being inherited; virtual worlds let you
rethink what you've been taught at every level.

One player may find this a liberating experience and take a
more progressive attitude in real life; another might despair of
the superficial values and reaffirm their real-life cultural
anchors. It doesn't really matter which: The point is that players
must have the option of stepping out of their culture; whether
they stay out or step back is irrelevant.

If players do step out, though, what do they step into? It can't be
a wild maelstrom of anarchy, because otherwise players could
only interact transiently with one another and the virtual world
would not survive. The virtual world must itself have a
culture— one supported by its community in general. Sure, it's
not as deep as a real-life culture, but it's a culture nonetheless.

How does this culture arise? It emerges consensually from the
player community. As noted in Chapter 3, this is something
designers can shape but can't control.

The theory works as follows:

e The designer determines an ethos, and fixes the virtual
world to reward activities that exemplify this ethos.
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e Players who share the designer’s ethos seed the virtual
world.

e The virtual world's design attracts players hopefully
compatible with its ethos.

e Thereafter, it's mainly self-selecting (newbies either take
the ethos on board or don't like the atmosphere and
leave).

e The live team can reinforce or undermine the ethos by
example.

In practice, designers are often cheerfully unaware of the extent
to which they set the tone of their virtual world. They seed it
with people whose shared ethos is to find ways to exploit or
otherwise abuse the virtual world. Cynical marketing
techniques attract players to an image of the virtual world that
doesn't necessarily match the product. Newbies who don't like
the culture damage it before they leave. The live team spends all
its time firefighting and doesn't have the staff to do anything
more cerebral’.

That said, the exercise isn't entirely pointless. There may be
obstacles piled at the window, but if a single shaft of light gets
through it can be enough to see by. A virtual world drawing
players from advertisements on first-person shooter web sites
will be different from the same software drawing players from
advertisements on chess web sites, but some attitudes may
prevail in both.

As to what ethos to adopt, well that's really up to the designer.
Be sure you do have one, though; if players can't sense how they

! Sometimes, the customer support staff develops its own rogue culture
independently, which then becomes embedded in that of the virtual world. If
the staff has a lax attitude to its responsibilities (for example, fixing bugs),
players will develop lax attitudes to theirs (for example, behaving civilly).
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should behave, the law of the jungle applies, and as with any
question of morality, different people have different ideas.
However, there are some things that are more conducive to the
prosperity of virtual worlds than others. Many of these occur in
multiple philosophies? and will usually appear in some form by
default anyway. Of those attitudes that don't, you should
probably consider promoting some or all of the following:

Reality is another place.
A virtual action with real-world effect is a real action.

Yours is just one way of many to play.
There's no stigma to role-playing.
Newbies aren't children.

Evilness is not a winning strategy.

It isn't rude to say hello.

Unending or Circular?

In a single-player computer game, when a player makes a
mistake it means a restart from their last save. In virtual worlds,
this is impossible—a restart for one player means a restart for
all of them. How, then, can a player learn from their mistakes?
Do similar situations arise regularly? How about the same
situation? Does everything repeat in time, or does the world
evolve?

This is basically a change and persistence issue.

Players consume content. There is certain content that they like,
and which they are not averse to consuming several times.

2 Hinduism: "Do naught to others which if done to thee, would cause thee
pain.” Mahabharata 5:5-7. Zoroastrianism: “Whatever is disagreeable to
yourself, do not do unto others.” Shayast-na-Shayast 13:29. Buddhism: "Hurt
not others with that which pains yourself.” Udana-Varga 5:18. Confucianism:
"What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to others.” Analects 15:23.
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Other content they can only really consume once. On the other
hand, just because one player has consumed something, that
doesn't mean someone else wouldn't like to try it. How can
these differences be reconciled?

Well, that's what you have to decide. In practice, you can't have
them all at once: It's a sliding scale from low change/persistence
(circular) to high change/persistence (unending). A fully circular
approach reuses content but has nothing new; a fully unending
approach abandons used content but offers fresh experiences.

Virtual worlds that don't change much and don't persist much
have to be sufficiently broad and deep that players take an age
to explore them; otherwise, only the activities of other players
will provide novel experiences. Virtual worlds that do change or
persist will retain players' interest3, but be costly (because new
content has to be created?) and wasteful (because old content
isn't reused). Furthermore, virtual worlds need checks and
balances to ensure that all new content is in keeping with the
virtual world as a whole.

Virtual worlds that don't introduce content are called fixed.
Whether virtual worlds that do introduce content are fixed
depends on whether the content is fixed. A predetermined
storyline is not new content; it's old content that hasn't been
added yetS. Players have no more ability to change the future

3 Unless there is so much change that it renders large chunks of players’
knowledge unusable.

4It's a never-ending commitment, too. Once you begin adding content
regularly, players will come to expect it regularly, irrespective of whether the
virtual world actually needs it.

5 Players may perceive this as new content, because they haven't seen it
before. From a designer’s point of view, though, it isn't new. What
constitutes "new content” varies from virtual world to virtual world: It
usually means new monsters and areas, but it could also include additional
skills, spells, classes, or even races. Basically, if "content” is stuff that holds
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than they do in a virtual world that resets every two hours. If
storylines are reactive or emerge from player actions, that
means the virtual world is not fixed.

Note that by "virtual world" here I don't mean just its physical
geography; anything from its social structures and mobiles to
its economy and combat systems can be changed. Asheron’s Call
and Anarchy Online both have basically fixed storylines, but the
former's can involve the leveling of entire cities whereas the
latter's (because of how it's implemented) can't.

Does the virtual world have a future? If so, who decides it? You
get to choose.

Hands On or Hands Off?

Intangible content in virtual worlds will arise naturally through
the interactions of players. Designers can and should assist
these interactions, by providing tangible means of support and
encouragement. How far should they go, though? In particular,
should they be proactive to the extent that they provide for live
team “leader” players to catalyze these interactions?

In traditional tabletop role-playing games, the referee not only
designs the game world but can lead the players through it.
Players perceive a highly detailed world because the referee can
resolve everything they do, to whatever depth. Referees don't
have to think up everything in advance; they can create some of
it in response to the actions that players take.

In a virtual world, the designers have to put everything in to
begin with. There's a bedrock level of detail beyond which
players can't descend. This is most noticeable in the behavior of

the interest of players then “new content” is stuff that does this which wasn't
there before.
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mobiles, none of which have remotely convincing artificial
intelligence®. There is, however, something that can be done
about this. People could be allowed to play on the same “side"” as
the virtual world, as an adjunct to it. There is already a
community management team; why not allow specialized
members to participate in the virtual world in character?

There are several levels at which such characters could operate:

e Undercover. Nobody knows they're part of the live team, but
they make life interesting for other players through what
they do. They're like audience plants who “volunteer” to help
magicians’.

e Entertainer. Everyone knows these people are part of the live
team, but by their ready wit and repartee they manage to
make the world more fun.

e Performer. Players in a Lord of the Rings universe will want to
meet Gandalf—he's part of the package. The live team
therefore hires an actor to play the role.

e Guide. "So you guys have never visited the caves of Drachen,
huh? Stick with me and just maybe you won't get hurt too
bad....”

e Referee. These are guides that have out-of-context world
editing abilities. If a player on a quest decides to do
something inventive that wasn't planned for, the referee can
produce a tangible response.

8 If they did, how could developers hope to control them (both practically and
morally)?

7 The irony with these is that to succeed, players must not recognize them
for what they are. This means that when the live team sets up large-scale
events, players don't credit them with having done so. In Ultima Online,
players were found to express disappointment at never having participated
in an organized event when at that very moment they actually were
participating in one!
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e Unseen referee. The quest is managed behind the scenes.
Players don't know that the reason there’s a key lying in
front of them is because they didn't search the body of the
troll and find it earlier.

The hands-on approach is used mainly for manufactured quests.
It had been applied for other purposes right from the start:
MUD1 had organized events called “spectaculars” that involved
much hands-on activity by a wiz-level administrator. Only with
plotted quests, however, were the virtues of participant
management to become fully apparent. Avalon pioneered this
idea commercially in the early 1990s, becoming formalized in
Achaea circa 1996. Nowadays, some of the products of the
innovative textual world company, Skotos, rely so much on the
activities of highly experienced referees (which it calls
storytellers) that they would be almost dead without them; with
them, however, they are profoundly alive.

If a hands-on style can deliver this degree of immersion while
fostering community, why would a designer not want it?

Firstly, it's expensive. There may be players willing to do it for
free, but quality control and time management are difficult to
maintain. Also, developers are sensitive to accusations that they
are exploiting their player base, and therefore prefer to have
people on their payroll®.

Secondly, the deeper levels of event management only really
work in smaller virtual worlds. If there are 2,000 players milling
around and 40 referees running quests, it's harder for them not
to tread on each other's toes than if there are 100 players and 4

8 The fact that developers risk being taken to court under minimum wage
legislation if they don't is perhaps another factor.
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referees (despite the latter's greater density of referees to
players).

Thirdly, the players don't all like it; specifically, the players who
don't get to participate in organized events don't like it. To an
achiever, seeing someone (particularly someone else) go up
levels after being “walked"” through a quest is galling. Getting
help from community management—it's like cheating!
Socializers may view intervention as patronizing. It's a virtual
world, not a theme park. Skotos targets its games at players
who do like this degree of personal touch; virtual worlds that
don't may not have the same results.

Fourthly, it's very difficult to test quests and events prior to
running them. There may be unwanted effects (such as bugs) or
side effects (such as characters getting frequently killed).
Occasional events with wide coverage can be very popular, but
they tend to have a greater chance of going wrong, too.

Finally, no matter what spin you put on it, using real, live people
to make your content interesting is like an admission of defeat.
It says that a virtual world is neither sufficiently compelling to
be interesting in its own right, nor sufficiently rich to enable
players to make it interesting themselves. Of course, it could be
argued that no virtual world is so compelling, but that's not how
designers see it. Besides, professional mourners can spoil a
funeral, rather than enhance it.

Categories

Another major decision designers have to make is whether to
categorize players or not. In many cases, the question they
actually ask themselves is what categories to have, which rather
jumps the gun. The categorization of players is not a
fundamental component of virtual world design.
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Chapter 3 described the differences between classbound and
classless systems. There, I argued that a classless system can
fake up a classbound one while offering more. Because some
players (particularly newbies) can benefit from the provision of
predefined character types, [ suggested a "character kit"”
approach to allow them to choose a pseudo-class while retaining
the overall flexibility of the classless ideal. Ironically, this means
that even if a designer decides against a classbound regime,
they could still have to produce something that looks like a list
of classes (if only to placate newbies who are expecting to see
one).

So what are the usual lines of partition?

The first one is, inevitably, gender. Textual worlds are
hamstrung by language in this respect, and graphical worlds by
images. Although it is quite conceivable to create a virtual world
in which all the characters are of the same gender, it's nigh
impossible to create one in which characters’ gender is merely
unspecified without convoluting the language?®. Gender is
probably the only categorization that virtual worlds are stuck
with.

Gender is a physical difference, although in virtual worlds it is
usually presented as a cosmetic one. The reasons for this are
given in Chapter 5, “Life in the Virtual World," but the basic
explanation is that designers don't want to offend anybody.

Another physical dimension for partitioning players into groups
is by race. Given the way that virtual worlds are so politically
correct about gender, one would expect that race was also a

9 This is in Indo-European languages; it may be easier in others. For example,
the Mandarin Chinese word for "he” and “she” is the same—ta™ —although
they're written using different symbols.
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purely cosmetic issue, but that's not the case: Races are
presented as being fundamentally different, with significant
strengths and weaknesses. The reason for this is that what
virtual worlds call race, the real world would call sub-species;
what the real world calls race, virtual worlds call nothing at all
and do treat as a merely cosmetic aspect of a character. Some of
the moral implications of this are discussed in Chapter 8, "Coda:
Ethical Considerations.”

Races follow stereotypical lines. The short, stocky, bearded axe-
wielders who live underground hate the tall, slender, pale
archers who live in the forests, and vice versa. Scaled-up humans
have more strength than brains, whereas scaled-down humans
have more brains than strength. Nobody likes a lizard.

There are common sub-races, too, which also run along
stereotypical lines. Fantasy worlds have half-elves and half-orcs,
but never quarter-elves or half-dwarfs'°, and there isn't even a
word that means the progeny of an orc and an elf.

Because races have physical differences, designing kits for them
is tricky. It's easy enough to make height, musculature, skin
tone, ear and eye shape, hirsuteness, and so on be parameters
that can be adjusted at character creation time, but this would
allow players to customize races of their own—giant, puny,
hairy lizards, for example—that didn't make sense.
Representing these graphically may introduce unnecessary
complexities, too. For this reason, virtual worlds that must have
races (because of their fiction) almost always have to hardwire
them in. It's limiting, but it's a necessary compromise. Although

19 Most virtual worlds that have them refer to “dwarves” rather than to
"dwarfs.” This is either because their designers are following Tolkien's lead
or they're illiterate.
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people who start off as farmers may become politicians, nobody
who starts off as a troll is going to become an elf*.

Related to race is the notion of nationality, or, more accurately,
country of origin. This is a less frequently used way to
categorize characters, combining them by geographical
proximity. The reason it's not so popular is because players
want to move around as their characters progress, to be close to
the facilities they need (and things they want to kill). The result
is that nations are often only nations of NPCs, as PCs are spread
about all over the place.

Although one race may dominate a region, others are not
excluded; also, the same race may dominate more than one
region. Nationality is best used to engineer social conflicts
between large groups of players, and in that sense it doesn't
necessarily play a part in a player's sense of their character’s
identity. However, when nations are typecast it can become a
constraining influence. The cultures of the three realms in Dark
Age of Camelot are quite distinct.

Beyond the physical and geophysical, categorization becomes
harder to justify. The dominant approach is that of character
classes, which derives from the old tabletop role-playing
paradigm. Skills systems are usually grafted on to this, rather
than being independent of it, which is rather a shame.

Both character classes and skills systems are fairly arbitrary:
Depending as they do on the nature of the virtual world itself,
there isn't really a systematic way to determine which ones you
"need.” I'll describe the various ways to organize skills in

" Yes, [ know, in some enlightened virtual worlds race can be changed
through magic or whatever. On the whole, though—especially in graphical
worlds, where identity is bound tightly to appearance—race is pretty well
inviolate.
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Chapter 5; only in creating the skills will designers get a feel for
what character kits might be appropriate. Thinking up the kits
(classes) first and then imposing them on the skill set is the
wrong way to go about it; I won't be listing any of them here,
but if you want ideas you should look at other virtual worlds*>.

The final common way to categorize characters is by alignment.
This, too, is an old tabletop role-playing game concept, intended
as an aid to role-playing. The idea is that players decide in
advance how their character is to behave, and stick to it. If they
step out of line, the referee penalizes them. The traditional
alignment dimensions (from Advanced Dungeons & Dragons)
are law/chaos and good/evil, with the crossing point of the two
axes labeled "neutral.” A lawful good character is benevolent and
just; a lawful evil character plays by the rules but is without
mercy; a chaotic good character is a rebel with a conscience; a
chaotic evil character is a self-serving bully who'll do anything
to further their ambitions. There are another five combinations
involving the concept of neutrality.

Alignment is a useful concept for soft role-players because it's
moveable. By saying that your character is lawful neutral you're
making a statement about how you intend to role-play that
character. If you consistently act good in situations where you
could equally well act neutral or evil, eventually your alignment
will shift to lawful good. Some actions may be outlawed
altogether—paladins don't get to douse beggars in burning oil
no matter how bad they smell.

In tabletop games, the referee determines when alignment
violations occur. In virtual worlds, much of what is good or evil,
lawful or chaotic, is intangible; it can't be tracked by the virtual
world, therefore it can't be enforced. If I attack another player,

> Textual worlds are particularly fruitful in this regard.

345



346 Chapter4

am [ being good or evil? What if they had stolen something from
me? What if it was theirs in the first place? What if they had
attacked me in the past? What if I'd attacked them beforehand?
What if I attacked because they'd killed a friend? What if the
friend had started the fight and I only think they were innocent?

There is no point in trying to get the virtual world itself to track
alignment.

So is attacking another player good or evil? If they're evil, it's
good; if they're good it's evil. Put this way, good and evil are just
badges. Players will say they're evil without understanding in
the remotest sense the depths of cruelty that this implies;
players will say they're good without ever having exhibited the
slightest tendency toward compassion. They're just labels: They
may as well be green and yellow.

It may be possible to define an intangible concept like
alignment® by asking other players to make judgments in a
tangible fashion (for example, by voting). This isn't without its
problems, though: It's immersion-breaking, it depends on player
goodwill, and it's too easy to subvert.

On the whole, alignment in virtual worlds works only as another
shallow, artificial way to partition players into smaller
communities. Unless it's an important part of the virtual world's
fiction, it's probably not worth having.

Intimate or Grand Scale?

Virtual worlds imbue a sense of size. Players have very definite
views on how large the areas they cover are. Asheron’s Call feels
bigger than EverQuest.

3 Reputation systems, which are discussed in Chapter 5, are closely related
to this idea.
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Size is affected by many factors. The most obvious is the
number of discrete points that a character can occupy: A text
world with 20,000 rooms will generally feel larger than one that
has 500; a graphical world measuring 32K by 32K will feel
smaller than one measuring 256K by 256K. Speed of travel
affects size: If it takes you half an hour to traverse one virtual
world and two hours to traverse another, the former may
appear to be smaller than the latter even if it isn't; if you can
teleport anywhere, the world will feel smaller still.

The abstract size of the world being modeled is significant, too,
especially in textual worlds. One room may only be 50 moves
away from another, but if the locations in between are written
to convey an impression of vastness and fraught with dangers
and dead ends, players can be left with the feeling of having
undertaken an epic journey.

As well as the physical size of the world, there are other features
that can indicate its scale—the number of independent
organizational substructures (dukedoms, countries, planets, and
so on), for example. The reach of these can help convince players
how big the virtual world is: If the non-player characters (NPCs)
change language or religion, or the currency no longer works, or
the buildings have onion domes instead of towers, it reinforces
the notion that a place is remote.

Virtual world designers like the idea of creation on the grand
scale. The more there is to design, the more designing they can
do, and therefore the more fun they'll have. Big worlds have
interesting interactions that small ones don't; a big canvas
makes for more detail.

Unfortunately, virtual worlds can be too big. Scatter 100 people
around a regular house and it will seem crowded; scatter them
in the Sahara desert and they'll never find each other; put them
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next to each other in the Sahara desert and they won't see more
than a fraction of the rest of it.

Virtual worlds have to be of a size appropriate to the number of
players they attract. In textual worlds, a rule of thumb is to aim
for a rooms per player ratio of about 40; 20 rooms per player is
crowded but bearable; 60 rooms per player is sparse but you can
still bump into people by accident. It's possible through design
to influence how crowded a virtual world feels—for example, by
introducing honeypot rooms or thoroughfares to attract players
to the same location, or by starting players near to one another
or far apart when they enter the virtual world. In MUD2, I have
self-contained flood-control areas that only open up when a
certain threshold of players has been reached. On the whole,
though, it's better if you just get the size right to begin with.

Another problem with having a large virtual world is that it
needs content. More content means either more designers or
more time for them to design in, both of which are expensive.
Players would rather play in a world that is small yet packed
with interesting things than a world that is large but empty.

As Iremarked, actual size does not have to coincide with
apparent size. A small world can seem large, and a large world
can seem small. A seemingly expansive world will impress
relative newbies and give them the urge to explore new vistas; a
seemingly cozy one will feel more secure to them and make
conversation easier. Designers will therefore use a hybrid
approach sometimes, whereby newbies are initially presented
with an intimate'# environment, then see things on the grand
scale when they emerge from it.

4 Hopefully, not claustrophobically so.
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The apparent size of a virtual world helps contribute to its
atmosphere. The actual size is important to ensure that players
meet each other serendipitously often enough to form
relationships yet not so often that these turn sour. Ideally, a
designer can find such a balance. Sometimes, though, their hand
is forced. In particular, if they are writing to a license, they could
have problems. The licensed world may be impractically large
(for example, Middle Earth) or impractically small (for example,
Hogwarts School) for the numbers of players expected’s.
Designers then have to decide how faithfully to honor their
virtual world's sources. “Inspired by" can work: Dark Age of
Camelot isn't an authentic retelling of Arthurian myth, but is
close enough in spirit not to disappoint newbies. However,
DAoC didn't pay money to use its sources; if designers had done
so, the pressure to use the entirety of what they had bought
would have been great (not least from the license holders
wishing to protect the integrity of their universe).

Size doesn't just pop out of a design. You have to think about it
from the beginning.

Purposeful or Decorative?

You look at a wall. Hanging on the wall is a picture. You go up to
the picture to remove it and find it's actually part of the wall. In
a textual world, it would be embedded in a room description; in
a graphical one, it would be part of the texture for the wall. It's
purely decorative.

Some objects are in virtual worlds for tangible reasons; others
are there for intangible ones. Should you give even the
intangible ones some tangible purpose, or keep them as the
props they are?

'S That said, textual worlds are much better at dealing with this kind of thing
than graphical ones are.
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It might seem a little premature to decide at the very beginning
of a virtual world's design whether to assign meaning to
everything. Surely you can figure all that out later, once the
really important things have been done? Well yes, you can, but
by that time you may discover that the decision has been made
for you: It would be simply too much work to give everything
meaning. This is why so many virtual worlds have windows that
don't break, chairs you can't sit on, grass you can't pull up, trees
you can't chop down....

If you know from the beginning that objects will all have
tangible functionality, it means you can design for this from the
beginning. If you know they won't, you immediately increase
the range of what you can design. You'll have longer to do it, too:
Depth eats into design time, but if it's there from the start, it
won't eat anywhere near as much as it would if you added it
later.

An example: Are clothes just costume or are they fashion? It's
possible to analyze what characters are wearing statistically
and determine what is and isn't in fashion. If you wear
fashionable clothes, your status goes up; if your status is high,
what you wear is fashionable until everyone is wearing it. Non-
player characters will treat high-status characters in a tangibly
different way than low-status characters. Should this gameplay
element be added to push players into making choices about
how their character looks? Or should they be free of such
tyranny and be able to wear whatever clothes they like? Even
those of the opposite sex?

Another example: Should coats of arms be regimented or
freeform? Real coats of arms are steeped in symbolism. Should
players send their characters to a college of heralds to compose
their device from templates? Or can they scan a photo of
themselves and use that? In the former case, NPCs could be
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expected to "read” the meaning and react appropriately (farriers
may give a discount to a knight whose shield features a
horseshoe; bandit rebels may decline to attack a character
whose shield bears a holy symbol*®). Uploaded images are
meaningful to players, but meaningless to NPCs.

In general, designers do want a gameplay meaning for
everything in their virtual world, because it makes the world
more immersive. If they don't determine this from the outset,
though, they may be unable to have it when they're at the point
they need it (fleshing out the details after the framework has
been implemented).

There's a second issue here, though, which is more contentious.
What we've been asking so far is whether things that are needed
for out-of-context reasons should be given some contextual
meaning. However, what about things that are needed for
contextual reasons that have out-of-context meaning we don't
want? "I was lying across the tracks when the train ran over me:
Why am I still alive?” “Because we thought you might stop
playing if you died.”

This tension between what is good for tangible reasons but bad
for intangible ones has claimed many victims in the past; it's
sure to claim more in the future. It isn't only manifested by
permanent character death (the virtual economy is the other big
loser, and there are many smaller ones), but that's where the
battle lines are drawn'’. The problem is that some things are
really, really desirable for tangible, gameplay reasons and really,
really undesirable for intangible, business reasons. If gameplay

16 Or, of course, they may attack if it's the wrong holy symbol. This won't go
down well with players who were only carrying the shield because “it looked
cool,” but that's the price of vanity.

7 The arguments both for and against permanent (character) death are
considered in Chapter 5.
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wins, business suffers; if business wins, gameplay suffers (and
then business suffers).

The general policy with regard to whether gameplay or business
imperatives have priority should have been decided when the
parameters of the design were set out. For a well-known issue
such as permanent character death, this will almost certainly be
the case. However, there will undoubtedly be other instances
where friction will occur. Be sure that the procedures for
dealing with the resulting disputes are in place; you'll need
them.

Closed or Open Economic Model?

The first question you should really ask is whether your virtual
world needs an economy at all. They don't have to have one. If,
for example, characters can take nothing with them between
playing sessions, not only is an economy unnecessary, but you
can't have one anyway. The more persistent a virtual world, the
greater its need for a means to facilitate the efficient transfer of
goods between players, but even then this doesn't imply the
worlds need a formal currency. That said, the real world has
money and therefore virtual worlds that want to seem real will
have money too.

There are two ways to run a virtual economy: The one that
designers want to have, and the one they end up having. The
former is the closed economy; the latter is the open economy.

A closed model is internally consistent, with inbuilt defenses
against abuse. It's a cycle. Resources are taken from the virtual
world at the rate they are returned to it. There is a set'® amount

18 This may be pegged to some indicator —for example, the total number of
players. In theory, you can instead fix the number of goods available and
make the money supply variable, but that's not a popular solution.
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of money and a set amount in circulation, although the goods
that can be bought with it may increase or decrease in number
(that is, the economy can grow/shrink). On the whole, cash
retains its value.

An open model is not internally consistent. It's faucet/drain.
Resources enter the system and resources leave the system, but
there is no prescribed relationship between the two. If the cash
sinks aren't big enough, then players can hoard money, which
therefore decreases its value; if the cash sinks are too big, then
players have to spend money, which therefore increases its
value.

The closed model is desirable because, done properly, it delivers
many benefits'. There is no inflation; market forces control the
price of goods; it allows for economy-driven gameplay. On the
other hand, it's very hard to balance, highly sensitive to bugs,
not accepted by players, and (most devastating of all) too easy to
gouge. Players will attempt to break it, and will invariably
succeed.

The open model could, in theory, be balanced. In practice,
though, it's much easier to give characters money than it is to
take it from them; rampant inflation is the result. Virtual money
rapidly becomes worthless, and players adopt a barter economy
instead.

Designers therefore have three options:

e Create an unbreakable closed economy. No one has done it
yet for large-scale virtual worlds, but that doesn't mean it's

9 [ suspect, however, that none of the benefits I'm about to list are the real
reason many designers want a closed economy. The thing is, a closed
economy is just so much neater.
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impossible. The global economy of the real world taken as a
whole is closed.

e Create a managed open economy. Put in checks and balances
that will regulate both the flow of the faucet and the outflow
of the drain such that if the two aren't reasonably close to
equilibrium, then measures to correct it are taken. No one
has managed this yet, either.

e Don't have a formal currency. Players are going to end up
bartering anyway, so throw in the towel and build for a
barter economy from the beginning. Perhaps have a
throwaway currency that newbies can use, but accept they'll
rapidly be measuring their wealth using floating-point
numbers and will then switch to the formal barter economy.

We'll discuss these particular ways of handling virtual world
economies later in this chapter.

There are other ways to look at economies, of course. Some,
such as gift exchange, are promising but as yet unproven; they
may work as part of a more general economy, but don't seem
strong enough to work alone.

A perennial favorite is to integrate the virtual economy into the
real one. This does have merit—it works for the textual world
Achaea?®, for example—Dbut there are limits. Few players will
object to another player paying real-world money for an item to
be given properties that have no gameplay value. For example, a
rich player could pay several thousand dollars to have a
customized sound played whenever they unsheathed their
sword. Other players may find it amusing, tacky, or "unfair”
(that is, they're jealous that they can't afford something similar).
However, if the sword doesn't do any extra damage or convey
any tangible benefits it didn't have anyway, that's fine.

20 http://www.achaea.com/
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Intangibility is the domain of the real world; paying real money
for something intangible is justifiable. Paying real money for a
tangibly better sword is another matter entirely, though; virtual
worlds hoping to use exactly this as their business model should
pay very close attention to the likes of Achaea to see how to do
it—it requires some very careful balancing and only attracts a
certain breed of player. Designers intending to extend the
model by letting players take real money out of the virtual
economy (Project Entropia® is the trailblazer here) have
considerable cause to worry— even if they do by some miracle
manage to get their virtual economy to work.

The final point to make about a virtual world's economy is that
at an abstract level ecologies work the same way. If you have a
closed economy and open ecology (or vice versa) you should ask
yourself why one works in closed form and the other doesn't.

Information Versus Immersion

Which is better: to tell a player they hit a troll really hard, or to
tell them they did 25 points of damage? The former is what the
character would see; the latter is what many players want to
see. If they do see it, though, it works against immersion: In the
real world, you don't see numbers appearing every time you hit
something with a hammer, so why should you in the virtual
world?

The last of the major decisions that designers have to make
about their virtual world is the degree to which immersion
should be sacrificed for the benefit of players’ spreadsheets. It's
easy enough to say, "Oh, let the players themselves decide,” but
there are limits. Also, designers get to determine the default;

* http://www.project-entropia.com/
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what newbies see can have a lasting impact on the culture of a
game.

The trade-off between information and immersion uses a sliding
scale that can be split into three zones:

e Immersion always wins. Players don't get to see the code
that dictates mobile Al and that's final.

e Players choose. Some will see it as “the red bag,” but for
others it's "bag002.”

¢ Information always wins. You're told the name of the
nearby character, whether or not your own character has
ever met them before.

Designers set the boundaries. Although the middle zone allows

for multiple settings ("I want to know how much I've been hurt,
but not the true names of objects”), in practice it works fine as a
single, binary setting.

Again, the reason that this seemingly mundane decision
assumes unusually high significance is because by the time it
becomes an issue it's normally too late to do anything about it.
During testing, everybody wants as much information as they
can get; the capability to switch it off can be left almost as an
afterthought. It needs to be determined right at the beginning.

Players want to see numbers (or stats bars or labels) because it
helps them play. Information given in more circumspect ways is
an unnecessary encoding. Everyone is eventually going to get
the data they want anyway, so why try to hide it? Once numbers
are accepted as part of the virtual world then surely they won't
thereafter disrupt immersion? In the real world, some objects do
have numbers on them: If I buy a bag of sugar, its weight is
written in bold letters on the side; if I buy a car, it has a license
plate that identifies it uniquely. Freedom of information is good.
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Isn't this obsession with "immersion” just pretentious
nonsense?

In some respects, a designer’s decision of whether to favor
information or immersion is a partial statement of their design
philosophy. Players want information for achievement and killer
purposes (explorers like it too, but then they also like deducing
it when it's not provided). If you give numbers to newbies,
you're telling them that this is a virtual world that they should
take by the scruff of the neck and make their own; if you don't,
you're saying it's a mysterious, perhaps dangerous place, where
knowledge reveals itself only through experiment or the
experience of others?.

Decide what you want to tell them and why. Then tell them.

Geography

Authors of epic Fantasy novels often start with a map. Similarly,
designers of virtual worlds often choose a map as the first
concrete realization of their dreams. In any venture that has
place or travel at its core, a map is the natural starting point. In
constructing a map, not only are ideas given form, but new
ideas are suggested. It's unlikely that a designer will create a
map only to go back and change it later to account for details
that have arisen from fleshing it out. The design process rarely
backtracks over maps, and therefore they're an excellent way to
begin developing content.

2 In large-scale games, players will eventually need to be able to switch on
the numbers even if they start out being unable to; this is for the simple
reason that if they can't, they'll generate huge numbers of false bug reports
because the virtual world is not behaving exactly how it should (according to
their empirically derived definition of “should”).
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Virtual worlds have a more practical reason for doing maps
first, in that there are technical constraints in operation. If the
programmers insist on a zone-based approach, for example, that
directly affects the topography of the world; if the designers
want 200 zones, that affects the topography of the network the
operations team has to support.

Geography is therefore where designers usually begin to turn
their concepts into (virtual) reality.

Geographical Consistency

Throwing paint at a blank canvas does not create the geography
of a virtual world. To be immersive, everything should be where
it is for a reason. Much as a designer might relish the prospect
of creating their planned Magic Shoppe that's bigger inside than
it is outside?3, at this stage it's only ever going to serve as a
prototype to demonstrate the principles involved. Although not
a bad thing in itself (actually, it's quite a good thing—I usually
recommend it to newbie developers), piecemeal development of
individual structures is not the way to get a whole world. For
that, you have to take a more top-down approach, through
various levels of abstraction.

These levels (from most general to most specific) are

e The world
e Zones

e Regions

e Areas

e Rooms

3 Or, to be more original, bigger outside than it is inside.
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Although in technical terms there may be a multiverse of
parallel worlds (that is, different shards/incarnations), this is not
something that directly affects the geography of a single such
world.

The layout of a world depends, naturally, on its genre. A "world"
for a space opera might consist of several planets; one for a
prohibition-era gangster game could be a single city. At this
level, the main geographic features are placed so as to make
sense. Depending on the scale, this can mean suns, moons,
oceans, continents, rivers, mountains, deserts, forests, parks,
freeways, roads, and so on. The main aims of the designer are

e To create a believable overall map. Rivers run from
mountains to seas; forests don't appear in deserts; cities
aren't built on glaciers.

e To partition the world so that it can cluster players. The
world may be huge, but you still want people to meet up (but
not so much that they never go anywhere).

e To allow for the world to be extended, both internally
("Where can I put the new sponsor’s coffee shop?”) and
externally (“Where do I put the expansion set?").

e To have room for some ideas you want to put in. “I'd like a
city on the edge of a desert, so I guess I'll need a river or a
major oasis or no one would have built a city there.”

e To provide for a meaningful ecology and (through resource
placement) economy.

e To be attractive to more than one player type. Just because a
place is a slug-fest, that doesn't mean interesting flowers
can't grow there.

e To give themselves ideas. "Hey, that mountain lake would be
perfect for a mystic kingdom of martial arts experts!”

Interestingly, these same aims (apart from external expansion)
apply at all the other levels of abstraction, too. "Hey, that ox-
bow lake would be perfect for a rowboat-leasing facility!”
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Geographical consistency can be achieved in a number of ways.
If spending a few hours learning about plate tectonics will help
you place mountain ranges and volcanoes accurately, do so—
your players will appreciate it. If something doesn't make sense,
there should be a very important reason for it not to do so. A
player who wonders why there is a perfume factory in the
middle of a quiet residential area®# should be able to figure out
it's a front for a bootleg distillery, rather than sloppy work by a
designer. If something doesn't make sense, it should fail for a
reason that does make sense.

An obvious way to get guaranteed geographical consistency is
to replicate parts of the real world virtually. This is particularly
useful for non-game applications, where teaching or exploring a
real location might be a primary aim (“Welcome to Virtual
Venice!"). Fictional worlds that use real-world settings are more
problematical. It can be argued that depicting an environment
with which players are already familiar is good for immersion
(players already know and understand it); however, unless the
depiction is highly accurate, it could be bad (incorrect or
missing details will jar against the player’s knowledge of
reality). There are problems of data-gathering and data-
maintaining, both of which are expensive, and if recognizable
real-world buildings appear, there could be legal issues (a virtual
bordello set up in a virtual building, the real-world twin of
which is occupied by a mosque, would bring all kinds of real-
world laws to bear). Another problem of using the real world to
give authenticity to the virtual world is that it may not be
authentic in the context: A post-apocalypse Washington, D.C.

24 This assumes that at least one of your world's settlements is extensive
enough to have a “quiet residential area.” A town in EverQuest is considered
by the players to be “large” if it has 20 buildings.
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would be unlikely to contain many of its most famous
monuments, for example.

Unless the designer is trying to make some kind of artistic
point, replicating recognizable parts of the real world in the
virtual world is usually a bad idea. As a rule of thumb, keep real-
world proper nouns out of virtual worlds.

If you want geographic consistency, use the levels of geographic
abstraction.

Levels of Geographic Abstraction

Geographers have many different ways to look at this and other
real worlds. They're experts, after all. Most players of virtual
worlds are not geographers, however, and theyre only going to
notice more obvious errors. A degree of knowledge beyond that
of the average player is always a good thing for a designer to
have, of course, but as soon as players stop noticing what you're
doing you can stop. Immersion is about not busting players into
reality; it isn't about teaching them erosion patterns for
sedimentary rocks?s. From this point of view, the levels of
abstraction listed in the previous section are sufficient to give a
virtual world all the geographic consistency it needs. Let's look
at them in more detail

Zones are a functional partition of the virtual world, imposed for
technical reasons. Not all virtual worlds will have them. Their
usual impact is to consolidate geographical features into zone-
friendly blocks. The mountain range will stop short of a zone
boundary, rather than poke a couple of foothills across it; the
river will run through a zone, but not weave over zone

35 I guess this statement wouldn't apply to a geology-focused educational
virtual world, though.
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boundaries and back; the peninsula will jut out just far enough
that it won't entail a zone change to reach the end of it.

Zones are like the pages in a road atlas, except that you get to
change the geographic features so they're a tidy fit.

Regions are large swathes of territory that have distinct,
thematic differences at the strategic level. "The north,” for
example, may be cold, populated by hardy, hairy, expansionist
barbarians; “the isles” may be beautiful, lazy paradises whose
inhabitants have a penchant for human sacrifice; “"Westside”
may be a neighborhood full of big houses with pools and long
driveways, populated by rich people who have nothing but
contempt for those born across the river.

Regions fit natural geographic boundaries. If they spill across
such a boundary, it's a cause for conflict. In worlds that have
zones, the two often coincide; this is because players feel zone
boundaries with the same (if not more) intensity that they feel
purely geographical ones. The zone/region relationship is not
necessarily one-to-one—you can have several zones to a region
or several regions to a zone—but it's usually integral; you won't
find 1-region zones very often.

Areas are subdivisions of regions that, while thematically
similar at the strategic level, are thematically distinct at the
tactical level. “The north” may consist of “the mountains,” “the
valleys,” “the frozen waste,” “the isle of the gods,” “the lava pits,”
and so on. It's often the case that areas are specified fully by
individual designers, to ensure an atmospheric consistency
within each area.

Areas are made up of rooms. This is the level at which players
experience the virtual world. The definition of what constitutes
a "room” depends on the way the virtual world is displayed to
players. The options are
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e Nodes
e Co-ordinates (tiles)
e Co-ordinates (polygons)

Nodes are points with (potentially) unlimited connections to
other points. These are the dominant paradigm for textual
virtual worlds, although some also use co-ordinate systems.
Normally, a single node represents the smallest unit of position
that players can share, which (in buildings) would be a room—
hence the name.

Formally, tiled co-ordinates are nodal systems that enforce a
rigid relationship between the nodes; you can, in theory,
represent them as freeform nodes. In practice, though,
tessellation is used because it can be implemented easily with
an array. There are often other contributory reasons, but its
mapping to a fast, random-access data structure is the main
one. Arrays allow for automatic content generation for speedy,
shortest-route path-finding and (most importantly) for display
as (2D) graphics.

Textual virtual worlds that use tiled co-ordinates will usually
give the tiles the same status as other nodes—that is, treat each
as a room that more than one player can potentially occupy.
Graphical virtual worlds go for a smaller granularity, with a tile
representing the space that an individual character takes up; for
this reason, they are single-occupancy only, and a subjective
“room"” consists of contiguous tiles bordered by ones that
contain walls, doors, windows, and other architectural features.

Both the nodal and tiled approaches define a virtual world in
terms of space. Polygons define it in terms of enclosures.
Characters do occupy co-ordinates, but their world is defined in
terms of barriers—planes through which they cannot move. As
an analogy, consider a piece of graph paper: Nodes define the
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lines by numbering the squares; polygons define the squares by
numbering the lines.

Virtual worlds that use co-ordinate systems can be displayed
graphically. The resolution of the co-ordinates in a polygonal
system is yet smaller than that in a tiled system, because
characters themselves are made up of polygons. The concept of
a "room” still exists, as an enclosed space that many characters
can occupy, but it's not atomic: Characters can be between
rooms, in some kind of transition state; for a nodal system this
location would itself constitute a room.

Of the three, a tessellated system is the least flexible. It doesn't
have the resolution to handle details; in particular, it doesn't get
along well with curves. Carefully drawn texture maps can create
illusions of curves, but they're exposed if players ever do
anything to them (for example, walk on what looks like a gentle
curve but is actually a step).

When 2D is used, it's normally because it's relatively easy to
implement, to animate?®®, and to upgrade?’; it's often the first
choice for hobbyist virtual worlds such as Furcadia®®. This may
change as cheap or free full 3D engines become more available®?,
but some people prefer the “pieces on a board” look and the
clear demarcations of space it offers; the 2D approach is
therefore unlikely to go away.

A world made of polygonal planes better represents different
facets of an environment, because of its higher level of detail.
You can easily rotate large objects through arbitrary angles, not

26 Assuming some degree of artistic talent.

%7 Updating animations can, however, be more expensive than for a 3D
approach.

28 http://www.furcadia.com

29 Ultima Online now boasts both a 2D and a 3D client for its virtual world.
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just 90 degrees. Curves still have angles, but these are small
enough to hide behind texture maps without looking fake3°.

Node-based systems are the most flexible of all, because they
allow for non-Euclidian geometry. In a nodal world, you can exit
aroom to the north to enter it from the east; you can walk into a
wardrobe and find Narnia there; you can be inside a room that
contains itself; you can have multiple exits leading to the same
entrance; you can reconnect or destroy nodes, leaving a sealed
void.

The most immediate benefit of a nodal approach is that you
don't have to use a constant scale. A journey to the top floor of a
tower can take as long as the journey across a mountain range.
Important details can thus be given close attention, whereas
unimportant ones can be dismissed as part of a broad sweep.
The world can focus on what matters, matching the way that a
cognitive map built up in a player's mind works. Worlds
founded on a co-ordinate system are limited to real-world
physics, and don't have this level of refinement. On the other
hand, they can be represented graphically, which can't be said of
an unrestricted nodal system.

An issue affecting all these approaches is what to do at their
edges. If you keep walking east what happens? There are a
number of tried-and-trusted ways to deal with this situation:

e Wrap around. If you go east forever, you end up back where
you started—just like with the real world.

30 There are limits, though. In a demonstration of a new role-playing game at
a computer show, I found I could hide my character completely in the texture
map of a tree that overflowed the space that the tree formally occupied.
Great for ambushes!
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e Physical boundary. There's an unclimbable cliff,
unswimmable river, unnavigable ocean, impassable forest in
the way.

e Big stick. If you walk too far into the desert, the sun is going
to bake you dead no matter how well-prepared you thought
you were.

e Emotional boundary. Your character “"doesn't want” to go any
further. You might, but you don't control your character.

e Notice. If you try to go too far, you're given a polite message
explaining that the designers have failed to provide the
necessary content.

e Invisible wall. There's no explanation, you just can't move off
the board.

Of these, the physical boundary is the most popular as it's
within the context of the virtual world and leaves open the door
to further expansion. Unfortunately, it's so popular that its
expression can lead to cliché. "Hmm, the sea. Looks like I've
reached the western edge of the map, then.” There is a great
opportunity for imaginative solutions here.

Terrain

Terrain is what geography is made of. It also has levels of
abstraction, matching the needs of the thematic levels. Someone
designing a region might decide to place a forest; someone
designing an area might decide to place a wood; someone
designing a wood might decide to place a tree. Terrain is the
paint that depicts the image a designer wants to convey.

The different types of terrain that are available to a virtual
world depend on that world, of course. Swampland isn't
necessary for a virtual world set entirely indoors, for example.
Tempting though it is to go straight to an atlas and look at the
symbols it uses, there are more scientific ways of determining
terrain that allow for more realistic tangible effects. For a
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generic, outdoors, continent-scale kind of virtual world, the
following dimensions are likely to be more useful:

Elevation

Surface geology (rock, soil, water, sand, and so on)
Vegetation (none, grass, scrub, cultivation, trees, and so on)
Cover (none, snow, ash, and so on)

Volume (air, water, mist, and so on)

Thus you can have a hill, a forested hill, a snow-covered,
forested hill, and so on. The particular types of forest would
depend on the level of abstraction (jungle, mangrove swamp,
pine, oak, whatever).

Explicitly representing each layer allows for a virtual world to
give different terrains different properties. Graphical worlds
benefit the most from this as they need the texture maps, but
they can use them for other things, too (movement speed,
footprints/footfalls, ambient sounds). However, even textual
worlds can profit from giving rooms a terrain property:
Trivially, if you drop a glass bottle on a paved road, it'll shatter;
if you drop it on a sandy beach, it won't. Multi-layered terrain
will also allow you to spot incongruities, such as underwater
snow, but to be honest anyone stupid enough to do something
like that is going to be too stupid to check for it anyway.

Ah, yes, weather...

The first time [ went to San Diego, U.S. customs hauled my bag
out of the X-ray machine and made me open it because they
couldn't figure out what I had in it. The object perplexing them
turned out to be my umbrella.

I'm from England. We have weather in England. Weather affects
terrain. Calm seas can become rough, trees in forests can sway,
snow can turn to slush, grassland can become marsh, streets
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can turn to rivers, hail stones the size of golf balls can appear
with no warning in mid-July and set off the alarms of every car
parked within a square kilometer3. A persistent world with a
climate appropriate to its geography is more believable than one
that's the same the whole year round?®%. You don't need a
sophisticated model to decide the prevailing winds, the
temperature, and therefore the cloud cover and likely
precipitation. Just because it's always blazing sunshine where
you live, that doesn't mean it should be like that in your virtual
world. Those lush green pastures have to get their water from
somewhere.

The second time [ went to San Diego, I left my umbrella behind.
It rained so hard it stripped the paper off billboards. The locals
were unfazed, as it had been forecast for two weeks. Augh!

Using a systematic approach to terrain makes moderating the
effects of weather much easier. It has another, equally nice
feature, which although not yet used a great deal could
nevertheless be the answer to some designers’ prayers: implicit
terrain.

In Lord of the Rings, all the action takes place in just a few
regions. Vast swathes of Middle Earth are not affected by the
conflict to any great degree. If you were designing a virtual
world in this setting, you'd want to ignore those places the
players weren't going to be interested in and concentrate on
those they were. Unfortunately, the result would be rather
patchy. In players' minds, maps should at the very least be
rectangular; if they've read Lord of the Rings, they'd expect the
virtual world to match the maps in the books, too.

3 Not that I'm speaking from personal experience or anything.

32 Even if it's not entirely believable, the players will like the variety it offers.
The lakes in Asheron'’s Call 2 freeze in its winter, allowing characters to walk
across them.
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Content costs money. Even mundane content costs money.
There may only be one or two sites of interest in the Misty
Mountains, but if the entire map were being represented
virtually, then some designer still has to place every tree on
every slope leading to every jagged peak in the whole range.
That's a lot of effort, just to pacify the occasional player who
wanders by.

The overall map shows what the general terrain in a region is,
even down to the area level. It's only when the map has to be
realized as actual polygons that its creation becomes tedious.
This is where implicit terrain comes in.

Implicit terrain uses a guiding terrain type (that of its area) plus
a random number seed (based on its co-ordinates) to generate
actual terrain on-the-fly. When a player enters an area, only
then is the content for it created. Any changes made by the
player (for example, burying treasure) are recorded so as to
supersede the implicit definition, but everything else can be
discarded after the player leaves. It's less efficient in
implementation terms than an explicit representation, but more
than makes up for this in designer efficiency. Random mobiles
can be created for an area to spice it up, but on the whole they
are only there because players are passing through and would
notice if they weren't. Having terrain that's defined in layers
makes for easier fractal area generation than terrain that's
defined by natural language terms3.

Most designers won't have this problem of a map that's too big.
However, that doesn't mean implicit terrain can't be of use to

33 Star Wars Galaxies has a terrain-generation tool that fleshes out a basic
model explicitly, allowing the designer to concentrate on placing only the
gameplay-specific features of interest.
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them. In particular, it can step in to generate content whenever
a player walks off the map. Players can be dissuaded from going
too far by including ever-tougher mobiles, but then it doesn't
really matter if they do go on forever — the geography can
always be generated for their co-ordinates. It won't be
compelling content, of course, but it removes the problem of
clichéd boundaries. If you're doing a virtual world set in space
and you want an infinite universe, well, you can have one.

Movement

Movement in virtual worlds is, strictly speaking, merely a
specific form of object state transition. Because it's the tool that
players use to construct their cognitive map of the
environment, however, it has enhanced significance—at least in
the minds of players (which is what designers are designing for).
The geography of virtual worlds must account for how players
will build it in their heads, which depends not only on what they
see but also on how they see it. Because virtual world
geographies are too big to experience in a single event,
movement heavily influences both.

So, let's take a brief look at the various ways to move through
virtual worlds, and consider the geographical3* implications.

Basic movement occurs between contiguous locations. These
locations will either be nodes or points. To transfer from one
location to another, players must issue a movement command
(or, in rare instances, fail to issue a cease-movement command).
There are four main ways to do this, none of which are mutually
exclusive (that is, you can have them all if you want):

34 And, for towns and cities, architectural.
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e Absolute directions. These are the classic ones that use the
points of the compass. North, northeast, east, and so on.

e Relative directions. These treat the character as the point
of origin, and align with their line of sight. Left, right,
forward, and so on.

e Contextual directions. Commands have different
meanings depending on the context. In, out, back, and so
on.

e Landmark directions. These move you toward a location
that contains a major feature. Swamp, tower, shop, and
So on.

Most textual and 2D graphical worlds favor absolute directions.
Most 3D graphical worlds favor relative directions.

Absolute directions are preferred in textual worlds for three
reasons:

e Room descriptions don't have to take into account the point
of view of each character. Note that if this is why you want
absolute directions, you can't simultaneously have relative
directions.

e Absolute directions are much easier for players to map with
than relative directions. Players prefer them, when given a
free choice of which to use.

¢ In English, the four main compass points have unique,
single-letter abbreviations; the four intermediate points
have unique, double-letter abbreviations. None of these clash
with other abbreviations for common commands.
Abbreviations for relative directions are clunkier (“sl” for
“slide left”) and they do clash with other common commands
("1" could be either “left” or "look").

2D virtual worlds use absolute directions because they present a
fixed view of the virtual world. They may allow 90-degree
rotation, but it's always clear which way is north. 3D virtual
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worlds present the player with a character’s eye view of the
environment, therefore all movement is relative to the
character’s line of sight. Absolute direction may be determined
from a second, "radar scan” panel, but then again this could use
relative directions too.

It's possible to track absolute directions from relative ones, of
course, but it's tedious. Given that most players prefer absolute
directions so that mapping (real and cognitive) is easier,
absolute directions should usually be provided as a
convenience3s, Yes, relative directions are the more realistic (no
one has a compass stapled to their nose), but if you insist on
having them then expect players to get lost.

Getting lost is the main issue that virtual geography must
address. Although occasionally losing your way isn't necessarily
a bad thing (especially if you're exploring), if it happens often it
means that players haven't been able to build a working model
in their heads of how the virtual world is laid out. Such
confusion causes frustration (which is bad enough) and further
it suggests to newbies that the whole system is confusing
(which is worse). If a virtual world is so badly designed that you
can't even walk from A to B without getting lost, what chance is
there you'll be able to figure out spells or combat or the
manufacture of horseshoes?

In order not to get lost, a player needs to measure two things:
distance and orientation. In nodal worlds, distance is a problem
because it's measured in rooms, not in unit lengths. It's possible
to go north, east, south, and arrive at the same location as if

35 This isn't to say that players will use them properly. Over the years, I've
encountered several players with "east-west dyslexia,” a condition whereby
they have a completely accurate, functioning map in their head that is a
mirror image of the one in every other player’s head. Making pictorial maps
available to newbies stamped out the problem.
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you'd gone east five times. Worse, you could go northeast and
southwest and not end up where you started. For this reason,
contextual and landmark commands are used, so that players
can get back to somewhere they know relatively easily. Most
landmark commands are hardwired into the virtual world, but
actually there's no reason why players shouldn't be able to
create their own. Route-finding algorithms are fast and efficient,
and as long as they don't check things a player couldn't know
(such as whether an intervening door is open or locked shut) it
should be fine to allow potentially any static geographical
feature to be used as a landmark.

Graphical worlds satisfy the distance criterion for not getting
lost, but they don't deal with the direction one very well.
Furthermore, they don't normally have the interface to allow
explicit lost-busting contextual or landmark commands, relying
as they do on mouse and arrow keys3®. If they want such
commands, they have to provide them implicitly in the
environment. Players go "into” a room because there's a single
door. The tower is a "landmark” because it's the tallest structure
for miles around.

Landmarks are important because players use them as
reference points?’. Not all reference points are landmarks in the
"being highly visible” sense, though. Inns, underground caves,
shrines, sunken oases—people may well regard these as points
of reference, but not see them until they're close up. In this
event, graphical virtual worlds should provide players pointers
to show directions: Roads, rivers, and (of course) signposts can
help in this regard.

36 There are other devices, of course, such as joysticks and VR rigs, but they
have the same problems.

37 Some virtual worlds give players access to the co-ordinate system so they
can associate explicit reference points to positions.
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Some environments are more likely to get players lost than
others. The main culprits are:

e Featureless landscapes, such as deserts.

e Landscapes packed with similar features, such as forests.

e Landscapes that frequently change. "The hills are alive!”

e Deliberately disorienting “crazy angle” vistas designed to
convey alienness.

e Landscapes you have to traverse at speed with sudden,
arbitrary direction changes. “Velociraptors! Run for your
life!”

e Twisting, turning, irregular passageways. Mazes you
can't steer clear of are not fun.

If you don't want people to get lost, avoid these. If you can't,
then be sure that entering them is optional.

So far, I've only discussed contiguous movement. Characters
also regularly travel using discontiguous movement—that is,
teleporting. This is like moving using landmark directions,
except movement to the landmark is instantaneous.
Teleportation has implications for several aspects of virtual
worlds (particularly the economy), but we'll just look at the
geographical ones for now.

One of MUD1's most influential early players, Mark Longley,
used to go to London by train fairly regularly. On arrival, he'd
take the underground to the stop nearest whatever museum,
exhibition hall, or Science Fiction bookshop he was visiting,
walk the short distance to his destination, then return the same
way. He once explained to me that his geographical knowledge
of surface London consisted only of disconnected small areas
within a short radius of underground stations, and it was quite
a surprise when he looked at a map and discovered just how
close some of the stations were in real life.
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Virtual worlds with teleports are like Mark's version of London.
They may be huge and packed with interesting things, but if
people can use portals, then they'll never see anything any
distance from one. The fact that most virtual worlds (unlike
London) rarely have anything worth seeing on the walk between
portals only compounds the problem. It's not so much a virtual
world as a collection of virtual sub-worlds.

This may be okay with some designers. Content can gravitate
toward portals in the same way that burger restaurants
gravitate toward road intersections. It does, however, mean that
much cohesion is lost, and it can greatly reduce the sense of awe
that players experience on visiting a place for the first time.
Atmosphere relies as much on anticipation as it does delivery;
enchantment is enhanced by surprise, not by guide books.

These problems can be alleviated to some extent (at least in
graphical worlds) by the use of better fiction that makes travel
faster but not immediate. If characters can increase their speed
by riding on a horse or taking a boat ride, they get to see the
local terrain and will arrive at their destination with a better
idea of where it is. Failing that, travel could proceed while the
player is offline: Tramping across salt flats is boring, but if your
character does it while you're asleep in the real world, what's it
to you? Travel this way doesn't have to be dangerous—it
effectively works by “slow portals”"—but at least it gives an idea
of how far you've traveled (if not exactly where to).

So, when designing your virtual world's geography, remember
that people will have to experience it. Give them landmarks,
give them maps, give them co-ordinates if you must—just make
sure, however you do it, that they know where they are. Then,
they can decide where to go.
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Settlements

Many virtual worlds contain virtual buildings. Although some of
these may be isolated (farmhouses, cottages, wizards' towers),
worlds created to a bigger scale will want settlements.

Settlements in this context are collections of buildings (or one
huge building with lots of rooms—a castle, say, or a space
station). Most of the time they will be occupied, but ruined
settlements are also possible.

It should go without saying that settlements are positioned
where they are for a reason. Virtual worlds are more believable
if their settlements are built in locations that make sense. A
town with no access to fresh water or no trade routes to other
settlements will cause anyone who gives them a moment's
thought to raise an eyebrow. Unfortunately, many designers are
oblivious to such formalities. They're quite happy to put a
ruined city on the side of a mountain and say it's the site of a
massacre of humans by dwarfs, but they're less concerned about
what the humans who lived there would have eaten.

There are many reasons why large-population cities in the real
world are built where they are. Most grow from smaller
settlements, although some are founded by rulers (for example,
Baghdad, Munich, St. Petersburg, Washington D.C.). To prosper,
all of them need

Plenty of level ground

Access to food and water

Nearby building materials

A non-threatening climate/geology/geography
Communication links

A population
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If they are close to natural resources and are in an easily
defensible position, so much the better.

Note that for many virtual worlds, some of these criteria are not
necessary from a strictly gameplay point of view. Food and
water are only needed if characters need to eat and drink;
characters are generally impervious to the effects of climate;
communication is often instantaneous. Indeed, people may only
want to have a house at all so they have somewhere to store
their stuff. That's not how real-world settlements form.

For virtual worlds designed under license, settlements have to
appear where the map says they do. Even so, it doesn't
necessarily hurt to put roads, springs, forests, and cornfields in
the vicinity. Designers of other virtual worlds have more
freedom to put cities where they want, but more responsibility
to put them somewhere non-idiotic. As with many aspects of
virtual world design, the key is to do your research: A few hours
spent skimming through a textbook for first-year Town
Planning undergraduates will give you the rudiments of
settlement organization (which are all you need). With a virtual
world, you don't only get to place a settlement where you want
it in relation to other settlements, but you can change the
geography to accommodate it. There really is no excuse for
carelessness. The usual rule of rule-breaking applies: If a
settlement is in a place you wouldn't normally find a settlement,
there's some in-context reason it's in such a place (for example,
the religious inhabitants don't want contact with outsiders).

Note that smaller virtual worlds, especially ones that don't have
a high degree of persistence, may use social places, such as inns,
as hubs (rather than resort to full-blown settlements). The
placement rules for these will differ, but they'll nevertheless still
exist; don't just plunk them down anywhere.
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Given these basic laws for positioning settlements (or
whatever), the next issue is applying them to derive the
configuration that designers want. Settlements invariably serve
some gameplay purpose; they're not there merely to provide yet
more background color. Although some locations are so natural
that a settlement just has to occupy them (the estuaries of major
rivers, the heads of deltas, the desert oasis on a major caravan
route), the positioning of the rest depends on what designers
want out of them—in particular, whether or not they want
players to visit them. Often, settlements will be centers of trade,
where players can go to sell their stuff and buy better stuff.
They're also frequently places where players get quests. Thus,
they act as focal points and can foster a sense of community; in
worlds that allow for property ownership, they can become the
physical embodiment of communities.

If there are too few settlements, players will crowd out the ones
that do exist. It's less of a problem if there are too many, as
players will gravitate to just a few and leave the others as
testimonies to designers’ wasted time.

Ideally, settlements should fail or flourish by a process of
survival of the fittest. At a superficial level, this looks easy: The
ones that players frequent should expand to offer new
opportunities and services; the ones that are forgotten should
atrophy away to become ghost towns. Unfortunately, this is
easier said than done: The majority population of most
settlements consists of non-player characters, who won't
necessarily be easy to move (even from a purely
implementational point of view). More worryingly, they could
look useless but perform an important function indirectly. For
example, players may never visit the mining town but if it
produces all the iron that the artisans in the big city use to
make armor, closing it down would be a mistake. In a
sophisticated virtual world with interlinked economies,
ecologies, and communities, measuring the success of a
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settlement merely by the number of player-occupied houses is
not enough.

Should players be able to build their own settlements? This
would allow for them to appear spontaneously where designers
(deliberately or otherwise) left a hole. Ultima Online allowed it
from the beginning, but other virtual worlds can have technical
reasons for not permitting it: Asheron’s Call only lets players buy
prebuilt housing, for example, because its long-term story arc
could suddenly call for a volcano to appear beneath a shanty
town otherwise. On the whole, though, player-built settlements
are simply too powerful a retention tool to dismiss; for long-
term persistent virtual worlds, if player-created settlements
make any kind of sense at all then designers should aim to
facilitate their creation.

This isn't actually as easy as it sounds. Virtual worlds need
virtual inhabitants as well as real ones. Settlements that don't
have NPCs in them won't be as functional as those that do. From
where do they acquire their denizens?

There are three main ways to do it:

e Sleight of hand. When the settlement reaches a certain size,
NPCs appear. Other than in defining the boundaries (and
therefore size) of a settlement, the only disadvantages of this
to speak of are that it isn't exactly convincing and it can lead
to NPC inflation (that is, the more NPCs there are, the less
the value of each one).

e Bought in. With these, buildings that operate services come
with their own staff. If your community clubs together and
funds the construction of a cobbler's shop, it comes
automatically with a cobbler. This is marginally more
realistic and allows for a greater variety of towns, but can
still lead to NPC inflation. If every town builds a cobbler’s
shop, how does this affect the price of shoes?
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e Economics. NPCs periodically look at how their business is
going, and if it's poor, they move to somewhere else where it
won't be poor. This is the most realistic solution of all, but it
needs a good economic model to underpin it—one that can
be used predictively so NPCs can speculate where a good
market may be3®,.

Construction time is another issue. If major buildings can
spring up overnight, then it doesn't bode well for a sense of
realism. Unfortunately, if it takes a realistic time, then it doesn't
bode well for community management: Impatient players will
complain if it takes a whole week to build an entire castle, let
alone a modest dwelling (although this can be alleviated if you
make them build in stages). Let them build in stages. There's a
case for having some delay, even if the fiction can support
instant houses ("Just plant the house seed where you want it to
grow, then water it and stand back”). A wait can heighten the
anticipation, especially if progress is visible. Too long, though,
and it becomes frustrating®?. It's up to you where you draw the
line.

Perhaps the most noticeable thing about the settlements in
virtual worlds is that they aren't actually all that large.
EverQuest's towns have perhaps 50 buildings in them— they're
mere hamlets. Big textual worlds can have many more, but they
suffer from not "looking” big. If graphical worlds had 5,000
buildings, that would be more like it! Unfortunately, this would
depend on their having a capability to support significant
numbers of NPCs that most of them severely lack (because of

38 It won't be able to account for intangible effects, though. A community of
pacifist players who don't buy weapons would attract NPC weaponsmiths to
set up shop because all they see is a large population of characters who don't
have weapons—exactly what they're looking for!

39 "God should have made the gestation period for humans six months
instead of nine": discuss.
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the degree of Al needed to control the little dears). Also, many
designers see little point in having large numbers of pretend
people in a virtual world that can boast several thousand real
ones*°.

Nevertheless, I look forward to the day when I can visit a virtual
city populated by tens of thousands of virtual players, each of
whom has their own life to live and their own place in their
virtual society. That would really be quite something.

Population

Let's take a closer look at the inhabitants of virtual worlds.
Basically, there are three sorts:

e Characters. These are run by players.

e Non-player characters. These are run by the virtual world.
They look like players' characters, and would think they
were the same if given the Al

e Monsters. These are run by the virtual world, but neither
look like nor think they are players’ characters.

We'll start with the effect that NPC population has on the fabric
of the virtual world because it raises issues important to the
other two. Note that there is also a shadowy fourth sort of
inhabitant, non-player players, which accounts for people who
need to visit the virtual world but not play in it; I'll consider
these separately last.

40 This situation is likely to change under pressure from epic-scale, single-
player role-playing games (Bethesda Softworks’ Morrowind set the alarm
bells ringing).

381



382 Chapter4

Non-Player Characters

What are non-player characters for? They

Buy, sell, and make stuff.

Provide services.

Guard places.

Get killed for loot.

Dispense quests (or clues for other NPCs' quests).
Supply background information (history, lore, cultural
attitudes).

Do stuff for players.

e Make the place look busy.

In buying, selling, and making stuff, they're normally just
fictional conveniences; they may as well be vending machines.
Similarly, in providing services (training, repairs, healing spells,
and so on), they are interface conceits: Designers want the
players to be able to obtain the services in question, and NPCs
are the mechanism that has evolved to dress up what's
happening so it fits in context. Their being player-friendly helps;
they don't look like vending machines.

Guards exist for the same general reason: They're the way
designers traditionally choose to enforce a range of gameplay
elements that require some justification if not to seem arbitrary.
For example, suppose players are to be prevented from
attacking one another within a city's walls; one way to effect
this would be simply to tell them that they can't. This is
unsatisfactory because it's out-of-context—why can't they?
Furnishing an explanation along the lines of “you'd never get
away with it" is slightly better, but still not ideal: Let players be
the judge of whether they'd get away with it, not some invisible
commentator. By introducing guards, players can find out for
themselves that they indeed won't get away with it. Guards are
almost invariably unbelievably tough. Characters that routinely
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hew down hordes of rampaging giants remain impotent against
guards. This is because guards that are unable to guard might
as well not be there. Guards that are regularly beatable are
meant to be regularly beatable, and therefore aren't guarding
any location or state of affairs that the designer really doesn't
want to be violated. These "guards” therefore fall into the "get
killed for loot” category. NPCs of this sort are basically just
regular monsters that look like player characters (PCs). They
may be slightly smarter than their monster brethren, but
essentially they're there to be hacked and slain. Rarely do these
NPCs have names.

NPCs that dispense quests may double up as one of the other
kinds of NPC, but in general they have a special status. Indeed,
they may be so special that they're elevated to having their own,
distinct personalities. Even so, they're still principally a front to
allow players to communicate with the virtual world without
feeling silly. Their job is to give players things to do and then to
remunerate them once they have done it. Beyond that, they're
mere flavor text.

Quest dispenser NPCs get players to do things for them. With
sidekick NPCs, it's the other way round: They do things for
players. Although nominally independent, sidekicks are in
essence mere extensions of the player’s character. Though
presented as henchmen/ henchwomen, servants or
familiars/pets®, they're really just a way to extend the powers of
a player. Too many objects to carry? Employ a porter or pack
animal. Can't find someone to heal you after a fight? Hire the
necessary skills in the form of a cleric. Sidekicks aren't usually
used in larger games, as players themselves are intended to
undertake the necessary roles. Besides, if a group of 25 players
and their 25 sidekicks were trying to act in concert all

4 A DikuMUD favorite that has since become standard in graphical worlds.
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semblance of organization would rapidly disappear. Players do
still need mules, but in those situations they create secondary
player characters instead.

Lore providers are like online manuals. Players can consult
them to find out things they want to know, or be accosted by
them to be told things they don't want to know but, dammit, it's
for their own good that they do. Lore providers can be
standalone, but they will often have some other function too (for
example, quest dispenser).

The final type of NPC is the extra. These wander around as part
of the background. Any attempts by players to bring them to
the foreground (for example, by communicating with them,
stealing from them, shooting arrows at them) are rewarded
with a canned or inert response. Extras don't feature highly in
virtual worlds; because players can routinely interact with one
another, they are disappointed when confronted with NPCs that
have no obvious reason to exist.

Okay, so I admit that this summary of NPC types is perhaps a
little cynical. There are plenty of virtual worlds where even the
monsters can have personalities?? let alone the NPCs. The
problem is that there are too few such worlds. When a virtual
world is alive with real players, designers don't feel the need to
make NPCs more than ciphers for interacting with the virtual
world. Players objectify NPCs in a way that only killer types
objectify PCs.

Again, though, things are changing. Virtual world technology is
driven by the big, graphical games, which in turn are driven by
their hard-core players. The hard-core players play other

42 MUD2 has a baby dwarf that players are strangely reticent to kill, at least
until it howls and alerts the other 50 dwarfs in the vicinity.



World Design

computer games, particularly single-player role-playing games.
When they see NPCs in these games that are above and beyond
what they encounter in virtual worlds, they perceive virtual
worlds to be behind the times.

They have a point, too. Virtual worlds have a much longer
lifespan than ordinary computer games. A game from five years
ago will look very dated by current standards, of course, but it
isn't just a graphics issue: Gameplay that was cutting edge five
years ago can seem dated, too (albeit less so). Virtual worlds
have to adapt and evolve if they are to keep up with the times.
There is an argument that textual games don't become dated
because people's imaginations don't become dated??; in her tour
de force 1994 exploration of the Internet?*, J.C. Herz asserts that
no graphical virtual world could ever match the imagery
present in LambdaMOO—a sentiment with which the players of
many textual worlds would agree. This may be true of the
imagery, but it's not (yet) true of the gameplay.

NPCs embody gameplay elements; therefore, if gameplay seems
dated, then its associated NPCs will seem dated, too. Players
don't want dated content.

Just because players want something, that's not a reason to give
it to them, of course. Design is about consequences, and players
don't always accept them. Creating a fully rounded personality
for a non-player character has been demonstrably possible since
the days of Floyd from Steve Meretzky's Planetfall*, but it takes
a lot of effort. In a graphical virtual world, there's also the issue
of animating different personalities. Slimy, sycophantic advisors
have different body language than confident, cruel despots.

43 There is another argument that suggests they don't become dated because
they're dated to begin with.

44 Hergz, J. C., Suzfing on the Internet. New York, Little, Brown, 1995.

45 Steve Meretzky, Planetfall. Cambridge MA, Infocom, 1983.
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Animating such differences is a painstaking art. Motion capture
can help, but it doesn't work for dragons.

In other words, creating fully rounded NPCs is an expensive
business, especially in graphical worlds, and very especially if
you want 10,000 of them. Players who require intelligent NPCs
can expect to have to pay more to get them.

Yet the same applies to many single-player role-playing games.
Baldur's Gate II%° has several hundred NPCs; some of these are so
rounded that they can (act as if they) fall in love, but most are
there either as plot hooks or local color. Nevertheless, it's
possible to speak to all of them, even if they don't actually have
anything meaningful to say. The mechanism for interaction is
simplistic—the same, select-response-from-a-menu deal that
the original Ultima series used—but it's better than the nothing
you get from unidimensional virtual world NPCs. Textual
virtual worlds sometimes implement a similar approach that
masks the actual number of choices available (you might have to
"ask guard about prisoner” rather than selecting it as an option
from alist), but only for a few specific NPCs. Beyond that, there
are pattern-matching schemes*’ based on Joseph Weizenbaum's
classic Eliza%®, and hugely sophisticated bots like Michael
Mauldin's Julia®® (although these don't have a gameplay role).

Artificial Intelligence research is ever-advancing. It's
unreasonable to expect virtual world designers to ask

46 James Ohlen and Kevin Martens (lead designers), Baldur's Gate II: Shadows
of Amn. Irvine CA, Black Isle Studios, 2000.

47 Formally, these are known as “case-based reasoning.”

48 Joseph Weizenbaum, ELIZA—A Computer Program for the Study of Natural
Language Communication between Man and Machine. New York, Vol. 9 no. 1,
Communications of the ACM, January 1966.

49 Michael L. Mauldin, Chatterbots, Tinymuds, And The Turing Test: Entering
The Loebner Prize Competition. Menlo Park CA, Proceedings AAAI 12, 1994.
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programmers to endow NPCs with the latest technology, but
even a few 20-year-old ideas would make a big difference. So
why don't virtual worlds contain more intelligent NPCs?

The usual explanations are as follows:

e They don't need them because they have real players
instead. (Yet they do need dumb NPCs?)

e Smartening up NPCs would be too expensive. (So how do
single-player role-playing games seem to manage it?)

e It takestoo long to add Al to NPCs in virtual worlds. So
much other stuff has to go in beforehand that it's just
unnecessary icing on the cake. (But a small team of Al
experts couldn't work on it from the beginning?)

e Artificially intelligent NPCs are never convincing and always
spoil immersion. (More or less than artificially unintelligent
NPCs do?)

e Neither the designers nor the programmers are familiar
with Al (And they can't ever become familiar with it5°?)

e Players don't like NPCs that are too clever. (So don't make
them too clevers'?)

e It'sinappropriate for this particular virtual world. (Finally, a
valid excuse. You may have a fiction that explains why NPCs
are stupid—time travel to Neanderthal times, for example)

In most cases, the reasons that virtual worlds don't have
intelligent NPCs are to do with complacency, inexperience, and
(for free virtual worlds) lack of resources. However, there is also
a view of "if it ain't broke, don't fix it.” There may be only scant

5° 1 did a PhD in Al because of its applicability to virtual worlds, although I
wouldn't necessarily recommend this degree of enthusiasm to everyone.
St I put a simple expert system into MUD2 to control mobiles in fights, but
toned it down because it turned out to be better than many players. It's
merely a question of balance.
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justification for not making NPCs more rounded, but that hardly
amounts to an incentive to unflatten them. Why should virtual
worlds contain more intelligent NPCs?

There are only two reasons.

The first reason is that even minor personality quirks in an NPC
can give players some reason to care. Players can
anthropomorphize NPCs very well, and are happy to do soin a
virtual world. It's not that NPCs have any intrinsic meaning, but
that players can invest them with it.

As an example, suppose that the NPC mother of a young NPC
boy asks for your help to get a saucepan off his head. It's just a
little quest. Next time, she asks you to get him down from a tree
he's climbed. Maybe she hits him when he's rescued, maybe she
hugs him and cries with relief; it's still just another little quest.
The time after that, he's got his head stuck in a fence; the time
after that he's locked himself in a cellar. You come to know the
two NPCs—the reckless child and the self-critical mother—and
if you need a small filler quest you'll often pay them a visit.
Then, one day, the mother comes running to you. Her son was
dragged off before her eyes by some kind of red-eyed demon.
She's hysterical. He kept crying, "“Mommy!,” she tried to save
him but the beast hit her, by the gods, please, can't you help?

Now the situation has meaning. You and the NPCs have a
history. The mother didn't go to any other PC, she went to you.
Are you going to leave her son to be eaten alive? No way!

So that's the first reason: It enables players to form emotional
attachments to objects in the virtual world; these relationships
can then be stressed to add drama and give players cause to
ponder their own actions. The relationships aren't anywhere
near as strong as between real people, naturally, but they're
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there. They give the player a reason to feel a part of the virtual
world.

The second reason, you'll either comprehend instantly or it'll
take an epiphany. It's this: Imagine it! Imagine a virtual world
with thousands of virtual people living virtual lives—each with
their own goals, their own relationships, their own existence. A
living, breathing, self-sustaining creation! Doesn't that fill you
with awe? Don't you want to go there? Don't you want to see
what they'll do, and do it with them? Wouldn't that truly be a
virtual world?

If so, you get it: I don't have to explain further. If not, there's
little point in my trying to explain! All I can do is pose the
following question: Should those lacking a god's motivation
assume a god's powers?

There are other reasons why having intelligent NPCs is good,
but their effects can be achieved using other mechanisms. The
most important of these concerns the fact that even the biggest
virtual worlds don't have enough PCs to sustain their systems
and, even if they did, few players would want to do the mundane
things that occupy NPCs. Who craves a career as a city guard?
Players visit virtual worlds because they offer experiences that
they don't get in the real one; they don't want a “real life” in a
virtual world. NPCs, on the other hand, live in the virtual world,
so their "real life” consists of doing the kind of things players
would do in their real "real lives.”

For example, some people want power. In this context, “power”
means power over someone. Players won't tolerate being under
other players' thumbs for long, therefore NPCs are needed to
fulfill the roles of functionaries and foot soldiers. Similarly,
players don't buy or sell enough objects to sustain an economy,
therefore NPCs should engage in commerce to ensure that
prices rise or fall appropriately. The collective behavior of NPCs
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can be used to regulate reputation systems, consequences for
high/low status/fashion, rumor propagation/decay, the
growth/decline of settlements, elections to office, and many
other useful "background” tasks that contribute prominently to
the experience of players but in which players themselves are
loathe to get involved. If NPCs report their feelings when asked,
this can add even more: I might not care that the NPC wants to
tell me about the nearby ruin I already visited five times, but I'd
certainly care to know whether that NPC was thinking of voting
for me in the upcoming Guild of Mercenaries elections.

Giving individual NPCs more capacity for self-determination is
one way to implement these behaviors. Another way, though, is
to model the actions of NPCs as a whole, rather than
individually. For example, instead of each NPC deciding when
they need to buy a new gown and the price they're willing to pay
for it, a general model of NPC buying habits can be used to
calculate the overall demand curve for gowns and the impact
that this has on price. This is easier to engineer, less expensive
to program, and simpler to fine-tune than its micro-economic
counterpart, although it's also more predictable and not as
robust. It's a viable alternative to using hordes of independent
NPCs to obtain the same effect. If you have those hordes for
other reasons, though, it makes sense to arrange for their
collective behavior to emerge from their individual actions,
rather than simulating it and having the two diverge.

It could be argued that if a virtual world needs intelligent NPCs,
making them artificially intelligent is the wrong route to take.
Why not employ actors to control NPCs, and get intelligence of
the natural variety? Set up an office in Hollywood where
wannabe actors are endemic and it wouldn't even be all that
expensive.

I have two objections to this, one practical and one
philosophical.
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The practical objection I outlined earlier. Going hands-on works
for small, intimate virtual worlds, but not for ones with large
numbers of players—it's hard to maintain non-superficial
relationships with 200 people. Players are deeply suspicious of
vendettas, favoritism, and other imagined ways to cheat; if they
find that you sent one more monster against them than you did
against some other group, they will whine incessantly>? no
matter how much fun they had. They don't generally like talking
to patronizing, in-character, support staff at the best of times.
Besides, it would be expensive to hire actors in quantity, even in
Hollywood.

The philosophical objection is that one of the major goals of
virtual worlds is self-reliance. Computers, not minds, model the
physics; the same applies to the virtual inhabitants. If your
virtual world design relies on people as components, it may be
ahead of its time but it nevertheless crosses a boundary that
stops it from being a virtual world. Players are necessary;
community managers are acceptable; PC NPCs are a
contradiction in terms.

Designers will determine the numbers and population density
of NPCs depending on the roles they need them to fill. This
raises a question: As a general rule, should it be possible for PCs
to do anything that NPCs can? With some minor qualification
for the virtual world's fiction, the answer should be yes; it
ensures flexibility in design. That in most virtual worlds it isn't
true shows just how inflexible designs are. The question also can
be turned around: As a general rule, should it be possible for
NPCs to do anything that PCs can? Again, the answer must be
yes. Why yes? Players will usually have no trouble telling other
players' characters from NPCs, but that doesn't mean NPCs also

52 Never underestimate the whine factor!
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should be able to: If one NPC offers a quest, there's no
theoretical reason why some other NPC shouldn't be able to
undertake it. This can only add depth and variety to a virtual
world—both good things.

From the foregoing discussion, it should be pretty obvious
where monsters fit in to this equation: They're simply NPCs
that operate under different Al rules3. What about players,
though? Are they merely NPCs controlled by natural rather
than artificial intelligence?

Would that it were so....

Player Characters

Players are the best things and the worst things about virtual
worlds. They're contradictions.

Players want an immersive experience. They want a virtual
world that looks and feels like how they expect it should look
and feel. They want to share it with thousands of other people.
They want fully integrated, working systems that support a
rich, eclectic mix of activities in a balanced way. Only when they
have it do they change their minds.

Players' desires completely overwhelm a virtual world. You
could have a smooth-running, functionally luxuriant virtual
world of 50,000 NPCs that would collapse if 50 players entered
it (think Aztecs and Conquistadors here). There's a conflict
between what players want and what has to be true for them to
have it.

53 Usually, they also operate under different environmental conditions:
Monsters are subject to an ecology and NPCs are subject to an economy. As
we'll see later, these (like monsters and NPCs themselves) are really just two
sides of the same coin.
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For example, they like a huge playing field. The early textual
worlds often advertised themselves in terms of the number of
rooms they had, the bigger being implicitly the betters4.
However, when it comes to moving around in such a virtual
world, suddenly distance becomes an inconvenience. Players
want to be able to get where they want to go quickly. Why
should the first half an hour of a session involve moving
through uninteresting territory to where the action is? They
want teleportation, portals, high-tech transporters—anything,
so long as it bypasses the points between start and destination.

So they want a big world, then they want to shrink it.

A common outcome of players’ insistence on such luxuries is
that only player characters get to use them. Mobiles don't.
There may be a public-transport teleport gate in the middle of
town, convenient for all amenities, but NPCs saunter right past.
Those NPCs who want to go anywhere have to walk. The same
applies to many other situations: player characters might get
better after they've been killed, but monsters certainly don't—
they're well and truly goneSs.

This special treatment for players is not in itself necessarily bad.
It only becomes bad when it subverts systems, such as the
ecology or (especially) the economy. Here's an example of what I
mean.

54 Sadly, some still do this, even to the extent of using the same, tired old
techniques of yore (for example, co-ordinate systems) to inflate their
numbers and disappoint their newbies.

55 There may be unkillable NPCs. Some of these vaguely make sense in
context (for example, guards) but others don't. A clan of 100 players can wipe
out a clutch of red dragons but find itself powerless against the might of a
shopkeeper who doesn't want to lose his stock.
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In medieval times, wine was a drink for the peasants in France
but for the nobility in Scotland. Why? Because grapes grow in
France and they don't grow in Scotland. French peasants
harvested the grapes and made it into wine. They kept some for
themselves and handed the rest over to the local feudal lord,
who would retain some and sell the excess to merchants. Those
merchants would transport the wine to the coast, putit on a
ship, and dispatch it to (among other places) Scotland. There, it
would be unloaded and sold to another merchant, who would
trade it to the nobility because no one else could afford it. The
cost of transporting the wine from France to Scotland is what
made it so expensive there (well, that and the import duty levied
by the Scottish monarch).

Now assume that the people in Scotland could have materialized
in France, undertaken some transactions, and then
rematerialized back in Scotland. What effect would this have
had on the price of wine in Scotland?

It would have fallen, obviously. Scots could have bought the
wine at source. In fact, they could have done better: They could
have bought the grapes at source and then made their own
wine. If everywhere is local to everywhere else, this is exactly
what happens. Nowadays, transport is much less expensive
(although taxes are just as high), so the price of wine in Scotland
is comparable with that of the local product, whisky. If transport
were free and immediate, the only reason to make wine in
France would be because that's where the winemakers wanted
to make it.

Now imagine you're back in medieval times and you have access
to a teleporter. You can buy wine in France and instantly sell it
in Scotland at a far lower price than regular merchants can
while making a far greater profit. At a stroke, you have
completely wrecked the economy as it stood.
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This leaves designers with a problem. NPCs have to use the
same economy that players do. With instantaneous travel,
there's no such thing as a local market: Prices for goods are the
same everywhere. Therefore, the virtual economy should at
least simulate the ability of NPCs to use teleporters. Yet,
defiantly, players don't want this. They want tin to be cheap
near tin mines and expensive elsewhere, just like in the real
world. They want silk to come from China, wood to come from
Scandinavia, spices to come from India, gold to come from
Central America: That's what they learned at school and that's
how it should be. If diamonds the size of tennis balls can only be
mined on the planet Eebagum, then they should cost less in the
gem markets of Eebagum than back on Earth. It stands to
reason. Thus, when a player teleports from Eebagum to Earth
with a sack full of diamonds and sells the lot, the price shouldn't
drop. Then, a month or so later, they can wonder why their
immense wealth won't buy them anything from other players.

The subject of player perversion of virtual economies is a big
one. However, it's something designers really need to know
about, so let's make a start.

Economics

Economics is a huge subject of immense importance. In the real
world, it touches on absolutely everything that people do. Daily
it occupies some of the finest minds on the planet, and yet still
the mechanisms by which it functions aren't completely
understood. Even top economists can't agree on everything.

Is it any wonder that it scares the willies out of virtual world
designers?

As part of their trade, the designers of virtual worlds must
accumulate a wide range of knowledge covering many specialist
subjects; some of these they'd perhaps rather avoid, but none of
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them are truly avoidable. Economics is one such specialist
subject. Unless it's your own specialist subject, you're in bother.

My advice in such circumstances is to visit your local university.
Head for the bookstore and buy whatever book entry-level
students are buying. This applies whether you want to know
about economics, psychology, artificial intelligence, sociology,
anthropology, astronomy, whateverS®. Read the book you buy. If
half of it or more makes sense, you probably have enough of a
grounding to be able to apply your newly acquired knowledge to
virtual world design. Complex though they may be, virtual
worlds are nowhere near as complex as the real one; you may
only have the gist of the subject, but when you're working with
something that's only the gist of reality, well, that's usually
sufficient.

If you don't understand even half of the book, hire a specialist.
No sense in burning out your brain.

So, what, fundamentally, is economics about?

It's about resource allocation. Resources are anything that
people need or want for any purpose—land, food, labor, sports
cars... When resources are scarce (as they usually are), they
can't be allocated to satisfy every need or want, therefore some
system of resource allocation must pertain. This system is the
economy.

Some economies are more efficient than others. In a barter
economy, I might raise chickens and buy the things I need using
eggs. Other egg farmers could do the same. If two of us wanted
to buy the miller’s last sack of grain, the one of us who was

56 To anyone who bought this book with the aim of studying virtual worlds
from the perspective of some other discipline: Hil
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prepared to offer the most eggs would probably get it. If we both
wanted the same Stradivarius violin, however, it would be more
problematical: We might not have enough eggs, the seller might
not have a use for that many eggs, and we could be up against
someone else who wanted to pay in shoes. It's likely that none of
us will get the Stradivarius, even though we all want to buy it
and the owner wants to sell it.

Most societies use currency to make transactions more efficient.
I can convert my eggs into coins. I can save these up to buy a
Stradivarius®’, and the person from whom I buy it can use the
coins to buy other things. Currency facilitates transactions.

The example with the eggs, although it uses a barter system,
follows the principles of a free market economy. Prices fluctuate
depending on supply and demand. If the miller had many sacks
of grain, I could have got a sack at a lower price; if I had many
spare eggs, I could have afforded to pay more eggs for a sack.

For virtual worlds, a free market is not the only option available.
There are basically four types of economy you can have:

e None

e Fixed prices
e Tree market
e Taddish

Having no economy is fine for worlds with very low persistence.
It isn't that there's no economy at all, of course, just that there's
no formal economy. If you can't save objects across sessions, for
example, there's very little reason to buy things; informal
bartering is enough. It's possible that there could be a service
market ("I'll train up your strength if you give me 400 units of

57 Sadly, I'm only talking hypothetically here.
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currency, which I can save up to spend on improving my fishing
skills”) but even this is amenable to simple barter.

Heavy role-playing-style textual worlds often have no formal
economy (although some older custom codebasesS® omitted it,
too). In these, it's common for people to give things away that
they don't need, thereby encouraging a community-
strengthening favor reciprocation system. The more persistent
a virtual world is, though, the greater the need for a formal
economy; otherwise, players wanting to exchange goods and
services get very frustrated if their favors are not returned.

The fixed-price approach also works in low-persistence virtual
worlds. If you can't take your cash with you when you quit,
fixed-priced objects retain their worth. If you can take some
money, but only up to some moderate amount, that also can
work. If you can keep arbitrarily large amounts of money, fixed
pricing eventually equates to “free.” I'll explain why shortly.

Prices in a free market change to reflect how much people are
willing to pay and how much people are willing to be paid for
particular goods or services. This is the approach used by most
virtual worlds. It ought to work—it does in the real world— but
there are a few problems that virtual worlds have which the real
one doesn't. Again, I'll come to these shortly (after I'm done
summarizing economy types).

The final common type of economy is whatever fad idea
enthuses the designers enough that they decide to use it.
Although the designers will thus be 100% committed to it,
prospective players will generally be 100% the opposite. It may

58 Although the idea of putting money into MUD1 was suggested many times
by its players, I always resisted because I didn't feel it could have coped with
inflation. Given that its economy would only have been small and therefore
very susceptible to player exploits, on the whole I'm rather glad I did.
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well work in practice as well as in theory, but the chances are it
will do neither.

Most virtual worlds aim for a free market economy. There has
yet to be a successful large-scale implementation of this,
however. There are two reasons for this: Designers don't make
the economy as free as they think they're making it; players beat
it to a bloody pulp.

Let's see how these situations develop.

Wealth enters the system: The main sources of this are monster
drops, quest rewards, farming/mining, and newbies' grubstakes.
Characters accumulate wealth. By their efforts, they may create
more wealth by adding value to items or by performing services.
Wealth leaves the system: In a closed economy, what leaves goes
into some simulation (for example, of the activity of unseen
NPCs) to return in some form later. In an open system, what
exits the system has no effect on what enters.

What happens when, because of players’ industry, wealth
appears at a faster rate than it disappears?

In a closed system, the rate at which recycled wealth enters falls
to compensate. There are fewer monsters and quests, or the
rewards for success are lower. Players find they are receiving
less money, so are more inclined to keep what they have ready
for when they really need it; this means that the amount of
wealth leaving the system falls again, leading to a fall in the
amount entering. It's a vicious circle, which guides the economy
to a grinding halt. All it takes is for more people to hang onto
their wealth than the designers had allowed for, and it's
guaranteed to happen. Given that organized griefers will figure
this out and deliberately save money just to watch the whole
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edifice tumble, closed economies can always expect to dry up
eventually.

Most virtual world economies are open. If more wealth comes in
than goes out, then players accumulate wealth and can buy
more things; if less wealth comes in than goes out, they go
broke and can buy fewer things. This doesn't matter in a truly
free market economy, because prices can rise or fall to match
income—even inflationary income. If today the average wealth
of a character is 500 UOC and a new helmet costs 10 UOC, then
in six months when the average wealth of a character is 5,000
UOC the price of a new helmet will be 100 UOC (if supply and
demand remain constant). Thus, although absolute prices may
change, relative prices only change when supply or demand
changes.

In a fixed-price economy, this doesn't happen. A 10 UOC helmet
costs 10 UOC whether people have nothing in the bank or
millions. It's normally the latter; this means that after a while
helmets are basically free—great news if you want a helmet, but
terrible news if you're a player whose character manufactures
helmets. In any system with fixed pricing, inflation hurts
everyone who crafts goods for which fixed prices pertain. It
doesn't matter if you can raise or lower your own prices: If NPC
vendors buy and sell at fixed prices, you're screwed.

The obvious solution to this is to have variable prices—that is, a
fully free market. The problem is that unless all prices are
variable, this doesn't work. One consequence of this is that
quest rewards and mobile drops should be variable, too. Who'd

59 This assumes that players can keep their money in complete safety. If they
can't, they will be less likely to hoard it (because it could be stolen). If they
can, but that place of safety is a bank, that helps too because money can be
loaned from it and thereby re-enter the system. Needless to say, this is not
what tends to happen in virtual worlds.
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want to risk life and limb for 20,000 UOC if it wasn't enough to
buy an arrow? Yet how do designers make these price rises
occur rationally in such a way that unscrupulous players®® can't
screw over the system?

Actually, it's surprisingly doable. The trick is to give goods
rather than cash as rewards. Goods get their value from the free
market; therefore their value varies in keeping with supply and
demand. If you get a wolf pelt for killing a wolf, then the sum
total of the wealth of the virtual world increased to the tune of
one wolf pelt. The amount you can sell this for depends on the
demand for wolf pelts at the time. If demand is low, you get a
smaller return than if demand is high, therefore you go off and
kill something else instead of wolves. This will lead to a drop in
the supply of wolf pelts until there's a shortage of them,
whereupon prices will rise and you might think about killing
wolves again. It all works very neatly.

Unfortunately, there are some consequences of the free market
economy that require players and designers to accept some as-
yet unpalatable truths.

Designers first. A free market economy operates using what
Adam Smith famously called an "invisible hand"®. Individuals
work to promote their own self-interests, but in so doing
promote the interests of society as a whole (generally
unintentionally). Farmers sell us food because it's in their
interest to do so, not because we'd die if they didn't. If all players

60 Some designers might suggest that the term “unscrupulous players"” is a
tautology. Even though this is perhaps unfair, it can certainly help to look on
them that way occasionally.

61 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations.
London, W. Strahan and T. Cadell, 1776. Full text available at
http://www.adamsmith.org.uk/smith/won-intro.htm.
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act in their own best self-interest, the free market economy will
flourish.

Unfortunately, in virtual worlds players' best self-interest may
be to make your economy collapse—and that's not even the
worst of it.

In the real economy, you have to participate because there's
nowhere else to go. Everyone can't be rich; some people have to
be poor. In virtual worlds, you do have somewhere else to go. If
you're poor, you can emigrate to some other world where you
can be rich. In the real world, if no one buys the helmets of
which you are so proud, you have to make something else
instead; in the virtual world, you quit and go where helmet-
making is valued. Helmets, potions, laser rifles—it applies to all
crafted items.

Also, the free market model says that if a bunch of players want
and can afford quality swords and there's no one making them,
the demand will prompt someone to get into the quality sword
business. Unfortunately, that reasoning only applies within the
context of the virtual world. The demand also can be satisfied by
frustrated fighters decamping to some other virtual world
where there is no sword shortage. No matter how much a
designer might want it, his virtual world's economy can never
be truly closed because players are a part of it and players can
come and go. The free market does work here—supply, demand,
and prices do achieve equilibrium—but it works in a way that
hurts your real-world profits.

It may be that a free market has unpleasant consequences on
the virtual world itself, too. Take the example of bakery wars: A
big guild with deep pockets sets up a bakery in a town that
already has a bakery. The established shop has a loyal customer
base, a long-standing reputation, and it makes tasty bread. The
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guild shop starts to give away free bread. People go to the guild
for their free bread.

What does the local bakery do? It can give away bread for free
too, but it still has to pay for the raw materials and it therefore
takes a loss on every loaf (so does the guild, of course, but the
guild is rich and can afford the loss). The bakery can continue to
charge a fair price for its bread, but people won't buy it because
they can get something fairly similar for nothing from the guild.
Eventually, the original shop is going to have to face facts and
shut down. The guild will then hike the price of its own bread
sky high so that it not only covers its losses but it becomes even
richer. Do you, as a designer, allow such monopolistic
bullying®?? It'll cost you at least the local baker and perhaps
some of the people who used to buy their bread there. If you
thought about it in advance you can devise ways to stop this
sort of thing from happening, but what about the ways for
players to turn over your economy that you haven't thought of?
What checks and balances do you have in place to defend
against unforeseen attacks?

Another example: pelt hoarding. Suppose a guild seals off the
forest where the snow wolves live. No one goes in or out of the
forest unless the guild guards get out of the way. If there's a
constant demand for snow wolf pelts (they're used for making
frost storm spells or something), then the price of snow wolf
pelts will rise. Ordinarily, it may be that the forest spawns 20
snow wolves a day and the pelts fetch 50 UOC each. Now, it's
still spawning 20 a day but if the guild only kills two of them,
then each pelt may fetch 1000 UOC. That means they double
their profits. This is how cartels operate: By restricting supply,
demand is artificially inflated and prices are kept artificially

52 It may be comforting or otherwise to know that real-life governments have
to wrestle with these exact same issues, too.
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high. Do you have your world react to this, for example by
spawning snow wolves in more places? If not, the players who
need the pelts will wail about how your crock of an economy
allows this kind of abuse to occur. But if so, the cartel will flood
the market with snow wolf pelts until your spawning stops,
then repeat—all the while complaining bitterly about your
interference.

This brings us to the second group of people who have problems
with a free market economy: the players.

Players will produce spreadsheets covering your economy. They
will then gouge it. They will expect to gouge it, regard it as
perfectly natural behavior, and be outraged if you make any
attempt stop them. Everyone else, on the other hand, they
regard as having no right to exploit the economy in any way
remotely detrimental to their own well-being. This is true in the
real world, of course, but you can't quit the real world; you can
quit virtual worlds.

In a free market economy, the activities that people undertake
will sometimes be rewarded poorly. This acts as an incentive for
those people to do other things that are better rewarded
instead. Unfortunately, for a player of your virtual world, “better
rewarded” might mean playing some other virtual world rather
than yours.

Suppose you, as a player, like making clothes. It's a big creative
thing with you—you enjoy seeing characters walking around
wearing your designs. Your entire aim when selecting a virtual
world is to have your character be a tailor. So, you sign up to a
world that lets you be a tailor, and start to churn out jackets and
skirts and coats with which you're immensely pleased. What
happens if there are so many other tailors around that nobody
wants to buy your clothes, no matter how much you advertise
them?
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In the real world, you would lose money to the extent that
eventually you'd have to face facts and stop making clothes. In
the virtual world, you would scream and scream and scream
until the world was "fixed” so that there were always NPCs
willing to buy your garments. If it wasn't “fixed,” you'd
eventually leave in disgust at its betrayal. Again, the virtual
world's free market economy is working, but the real world's
free market economy is also working; of course, the real world
always wins.

Players want an honest day’s pay for an honest day’s work. If
you don't reward them, they feel cheated. If you set up yourself
as a snow wolf hunter and make 50 UOC per pelt profit, you're
happy. If other people find that killing snow wolves is profitable,
they'll join in. With the resulting increase in supply, you'll find
you can't sell your snow wolf pelts unless you drop the price.
Now you're making only 40 UOC per pelt®3. What do you do?
Either you accept the realities of the free market or you dash off
an email to the community service team screeching, “Your
STOOPID game NERFED snow wolves!!!"64,

Players like it when the free market works in their favor; they
don't like it if it doesn't. This may be a problem that, in time, the
maturity of players cures. Then again, if enough precedents for
pandering to players are set then it may never get the chance to
be tested. Players will complain—and get a hearing—if they do
things that are blatantly stupid.

Player: "You killed my chickens!”

8 QOr, if things get as bad as they did in Ultima Online, one UOC.

84 To nerf means to adjust the tangible effects of a virtual world element
downward. Although nowadays it can apply to everything from skills to
classes to races to spells, it's traditionally used for objects. It comes from the
Nerf brand of safe-play toys. A Nerf gun does less damage than a real one.
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Community manager: “You built your chicken farm in a forest
full of wolves. Didn't you expect maybe they'd eat your
chickens?”

Player: "Are you hearing me? YOU KILLED MY CHICKENS!"

Telling players that the miserable time they're having is all their
own fault will not endear you to them. If they spend four hours
hunting wolves when the price of wolf pelts is rock bottom, they
don't like being told to hunt something else instead. If they're
told that hunting itself is an over-subscribed activity (having
designed their character to be a hunter), they will be absolutely
livid. Players will spend a lot of time being miserable if the
reward is high enough. They'll mindlessly click on the same
“mining” icon for three hours, hating every moment of it®s, if the
result is that they find the diamond they need to give them an
arrow of dragon-slaying. It's when they make themselves
miserable for no reward that the problems come. They want an
honest day's pay for an honest day's work; they've done the
honest day's work, so now they want the honest day's pay. It's
immaterial to them that what they've done is as useful as
counting buttons.

It's because players are frequently unwilling to accept this
consequence of a free market economy that virtual worlds will
guarantee prices for crafted objects. This assures a market, so
players stop complaining, but then there's no incentive for them
to change to making something people really want. Besides,
players have other requirements, too: Someone who makes
clothes that no one buys may be temporarily pacified by being
able to sell them to NPCs, but unless NPCs actually wear those
clothes they're still going to feel unfulfilled. Even then, NPCs

85 It's easy for designers to mistake what people do for what people enjoy
doing. The chances are if players tell you they don't like doing something,
they're not lying—no matter what the data mining results say.
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aren't PCs. Surely, PCs would buy your clothes if only their
existing clothes wore out quicker? So it's complain-to-live-team
time yet again.

Note that designers don't have to guarantee fixed prices, just
decent prices. It's perfectly within the power of the live team to
change prices manually or to force a change by (again,
manually) altering supply and demand—creating and
destroying virtual goods is free for them, after all. In the real
world, the social costs involved in doing this are too high for it
to be successful; as economist Edward Castronova has pointed
out®®, however, these costs are absent from virtual worlds and
therefore price-fixing could be considered a viable strategy in
such an environment. However, as I've just illustrated, there
would remain other undesirable effects to do with concepts of
fulfillment and self-worth. So although live teams could indeed
attempt to control prices, they'd have to know exactly what they
were doing to succeed (and be ready for the inevitable
accusations of bias and favoritism that would follow).

Fixed prices aren't in keeping with a free market, and neither is
fixed income. If all newbies get a grubstake of so many UOC, the
purchasing power of that grubstake depends on prices. It's
better to give them a range of kit, but even that can lead to
perceived unfairness if the exchange value of what today's
newbie gets is more (or less) than it was two months ago. It's
more palatable than giving inflation-adjusted grubstakes,
though.

Similarly, if monsters drop a (relatively) fixed amount of coin
when they die, what it will buy depends on current prices.
Again, it's better if you make them drop some resource that can

86 Edward Castronova, On Virtual Economies. CESifo Working Paper 752,
2002.
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be traded instead of raw money, even if the money is inflation-
adjusted—players will moan if “last week I only got 600 UOC
but this week my friend got 650 UOC, so you owe me 50 UOC."
You can still get a form of inflation with this, though: A mobile
dropping a +1 sword is dropping nothing if everyone already has
a +1 (or greater) sword.

Fixed prices and incomes are bad for an economy, as eventually
either everyone can afford everything (inflationary world) or no
one can afford anything (deflationary world). Fascinatingly, this
same argument can be used to justify assigning constant
experience point values to mobiles: The more experience points
you have, the less the value of an “easy” mobile is to you.
Therefore you have to go for the tougher mobiles that give
higher returns (leaving the easier mobiles for relative newbies).
A consequence of this “level inflation” is that eventually no
mobiles are worth enough. Without sufficient sinks (that is,
ways to lose experience points), new content must be added
somehow, either by the live team or designed-in as an elder
game.

Of early virtual world economies on a massive scale, Ultima
Online's was the best. It almost worked. The economy and
ecology were interlinked and interdependent. It began as a
closed system, but it soon became apparent that the sum total of
the world's wealth wasn't large enough to go around. It
switched to a faucet/drain economy, which held up for a long
time despite having some fixed prices (for crafters) and periods
of inflation due to bugs. What finally broke it was the lack of
sinks: People didn't have enough to spend their money on, so it
simply accumulated.

Following on from UO’s complex economy, there was a
backlash. EverQuest and Asheron’s Call both had much simpler
economies. Both of these suffered from inflation, although in
EQ's case the vast numbers of newbies entering the world
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managed to soak up the excess to some extent and eventually
the economy became relatively stable. AC rapidly achieved
hyperinflation (it wasn't helped by some money-duping®” bugs
that effectively gave players their own mints) and its economy
never really recovered. Unsurprisingly, most of the EQ—inspired
graphical worlds went for the EQ approach rather than the UO
one, although Star Wars Galaxies sees the pendulum swinging
back to a system that doesn't require a newbie hose to sustain it
(ironically, because SWG does have a newbie hose).

The interesting thing to note about formal economies is that
when they do break, an informal economy will normally emerge
to replace them. AC's informal economy, based around gem
shards (needed to make kick-ass armor), certain keys (giving
access to spell scrolls and other kick-ass armor), and writs
(required to lease a house), became highly robust and stable; the
formal economy was only used for interactions with NPCs. It's
to the designers of AC's credit that although the economy they
originally put together fell apart, their virtual world was
sufficiently deep that the informal economy that replaced it
became something of an exemplar.

Interference in Economies

How much should you interfere with how an economy “should”
work to facilitate its smooth operation?

Let's start with something relatively mundane. Players don't
like being ripped off; if they want to trade, should there be a
secure trading system whereby goods can be exchanged with no
danger that anyone will take the money and run? It's not very

57 Duping is short for duplicating. It means creating copies of objects (or
whatever), normally as a result of programming errors. Virtual worlds
implemented using a template system for object creation are particularly
prone to it, and stackable objects (such as coins) are their weakest point.

409



410 Chapter4

immersive, but players are accustomed to the idea and will
accept it without thinking (in the same way that they accept
slow scene dissolves in movies as a signal for the passage of
time). The easier it is to trade, the more likely players are to
engage in trade.

Trading, though, is tangible: Coins and objects are things the
virtual world can track. Services are intangible: If I want to pay
you to guard something, how can the virtual world track
whether or not you did it? Similarly, although it's possible to
contrive a trade screen whereby I cast a heal spell if you give me
money, it's not so easy to do it for more complex arrangements
(such as casting heals on you "whenever you need them,” in
exchange for "a share of an expedition's profits").

There will always be unsecure trading, because designers can't
hope to model everything that players may want to trade. Given
that they can't model everything, the question that then arises
is whether they should model anything at all?

The answer must be yes, because it's the only way for low-AI
NPCs to trade. Given that it's therefore there already, allowing it
for instant inter-player trade isn't really going to hurt any. For
transactions that take time, though, it's trickier. If I pay an NPC
to train me to use a crossbow, I know that the NPC is not going
to disappear with my cash; with a PC, I don't know that. This
can be shoehorned into a transaction system, but the more
complex transactions become, the harder it gets. There comes a
point where to continue would be ridiculous, even if it's short of
what NPCs can do. Automated transactions are okay if they
don't stretch convention too far, but beyond that they hurt
immersion.

If a smooth-running economy were the only aim here, this
model could be further extended. For example, players could be
allowed to trade with one another without being in physical
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proximity. Goods could be teleported immediately from point of
sale to point of purchase, with the two not necessarily
coinciding. This would greatly facilitate the exchange of goods,
leading to greater satisfaction for all. In a Science Fiction virtual
world, it may even make sense within the fiction.

Whether it would be any fun is another matter, though. One of
the things about an imperfect economy is that it takes time for
production and demand to fall into step. During that time,
profits can be made. If response is immediate, this smoothes out
the creases that make commerce interesting.

In some virtual worlds, the mobiles you fight are tuned to your
combat abilities. In other words, no matter what you attack, it
will adapt to be commensurate with your abilities to defeat it.
The design thinking is that you'll have a more exciting time if
you're pushed close to defeat but still manage to win. It's flawed,
though, because nearly-losing-but-then-winning is only exciting
if there exists the possibility that you could actually lose.
Because mobiles are bent to fit your abilities, there's actually no
real danger of this. Combat is ultimately dispiriting.

A similar thing applies to over-smoothed economies. If as soon
as players think of something clever to do, checks and balances
come into play that dampen the effect, in time people are going
to wonder what the point of it all is. There has to be enough
opportunity to make a success of something before the
bandwagon arrives, otherwise it's just not worth trying.

Interference in the low-level workings of an economy can thus
be counterproductive: The easier you make it for people to trade
goods and services, the less interesting it becomes. On the other
hand, if you don't interfere then the economy might not work at
all. You have to achieve a balance.

There are other ways to interfere that could help.
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National governments use interest rates to control their
economies. Low interest rates cause people to spend; high
interest rates cause people to save. If you have a virtual world
where players are spending or saving too much, it shouldn't be
too hard to create a mechanism that corrects the problem (for
example, by making NPCs change their prices, or by taxing PC
bank accounts).

Regrettably, this isn't as straightforward as it sounds. The
problem is not the implementation, but players' perception of it.
Unlike with a secure transactions system (which is a
transparent process), they don't see the workings of the
economy's carburetor, just the effects. It's very difficult for them
to trust what's going on. Even if you completely automate the
checking and balancing, there'll still be a deep suspicion that
actually it's the live team that makes all the decisions, with
some "nerf knob” they can turn to make prices rise or fall.

It's an issue of trust. If you must have a nerf knob, you might
want to give control of it to a committee of players rather than
automate it. They may screw up, but at least they'll get the
blame, not you!

Tips for a Successful Virtual Economy

I'll wrap up this discussion of the economies of virtual worlds
with a few tips to help you design one that works. Rather than
merely repeat what I've already said (“Don't use fixed prices, you
idiot!"), I'll concentrate on ideas that might not be immediately
obvious. Not all of them apply to all virtual world economies, but
hopefully they'll spark a few ideas.

Have Stuff Wear Out
The normal problem in virtual worlds is inflation. The effects of
this are alleviated somewhat if players have many ways to be
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separated from their cash. The easiest way to do this is to have
stuff wear out so that replacements have to be bought. This
hands money to NPC vendors or (if goods are bought from PCs)
to NPC miners/farmers. If PCs do all the mining and farming
too, it's still of some use because it encourages trade; it's best as
a money sink, though. It helps keep scarce items scarce.

Players see it as a money sink, of course, which makes them
suspicious. It's basically a tax on action. However, as long as you
make it "realistic” you can get away with it: Shields used in
combat really do receive a battering, but you'd be hard-pressed
to justify why a ring wore out.

Charge for Services

Players don't like it when you take money from them, but they
don't mind so much if they think they're spending it. They are
quite happy to pay for things that reduce the amount of work

they have to do.

For example, consider teleportation. When a player wants to go
from A to B, the cost of teleporting compared to the time cost of
walking should really be an issue. Players ought to have to think
about whether they need a service enough to pay through the
nose for it. Naturally, they'll complain that teleporting is “too
expensive,” and they could well be right. With a pricing
structure that rises and falls depending on how many people
use a teleporter, though, a balance should be achieved.

In considering services that can be charged for, anything that
satisfies these three criteria is suitable:

e Player characters can do it.
e NPCs or the virtual world itself can do it for them.
e Players don't like doing it.
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Have Multiple Currencies

In the real world, there are many currencies. If a price is quoted
in one currency and you want to pay in some other, you have to
sell some of the latter currency to get some of the former. I can't
give a taxi driver in Paris dollars and I can't give a taxi driver in

New York euros®s.

Exchange rates between currencies fluctuate. In theory, this
happens because of trade: If a country manufactures goods that
lots of other countries want, those countries will have to acquire
the currency of the first country in order to pay for the goods,
which will lead to a rise in the exchange rate in the first
country's favor. If a country needs more capital to invest in its
industry and infrastructure, it can raise interest rates, thereby
attracting investors who want a guaranteed return; this will
also lead to an increase in the exchange rate.

A virtual world can have multiple currencies, and exchange
rates between them. This can act as a form of trade tax (because
converting currencies will almost inevitably incur a commission
charge) and it's also good for limiting the spread of inflation (the
more money of one kind there is in circulation, the less money
of another kind it is worth). The number of currencies doesn't
have to be high: Gold versus silver coins can work; Simutronics'’
game DragonRealms successfully runs three "local” currencies.

In practice, real-world currency markets are dominated by
speculators. In virtual worlds, the fact that you can tax each and
every currency transaction would immediately put a stop to this
(assuming you wanted to).

58 Well I can, but they're not going to let me out of the cab if I do.
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Give Money Weight
This is a great tip for virtual worlds with a pre-Victorian era
setting.

If you have 100,000 gold pieces, that's a lot of gold. Post-1982
U.S. 1 cent coins (pennies) weigh 2.5g; 100,000 of them would
weigh 250kg, or about 550lbs. Coin quality gold is about 2.5
times denser than electroplated zinc. Moving that kind of mass
is not easy without cheating physics.

When coin has weight, the act of transporting it is non-trivial.
Someone who is rich in one city is not so rich in another. A local
economy can therefore flourish because players can't easily
transport enough coin there to undermine it. It leads to a more
stable overall economy. Objects genuinely do have different
values in different places, and a career as a merchant suddenly
becomes a possibility. Although giving coin weight gets in the
way of trade, it also makes trade more interesting; it gives it
gameplay elements that it didn't have before.

Players can carry high-value items such as gems instead of coin,
of course, but gems are like multiple currencies. Rubies are
worth more in places far from ruby mines, and then only if PCs
or NPCs actually have a use for them. You might be able to
convert from coin to gems, but where you're going you may find
you can't convert back, or that if you do you get a different
amount of gold®®.

A corollary to this is: No banks, no banknotes. For any world in a
pre-renaissance setting, this is historically accurate; for any
other world set prior to about 1900, it's inaccurate for the very
wealthy but is fine for the general population (wWho never saw

%9 If you're lucky, this could be more than you originally paid for the gems, of
course.
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banknotes nor visited banks). In Fantasy virtual worlds, banks
are basically there as a convenience for players, acting as money
teleports: You pay cash into one and withdraw it out of another.
They're effectively ATMs, and as such are somewhat out of
place. It's hard to imagine Gandalf visiting a bank in Lord of the
Rings; likewise, it's hard to imagine Elrond paying for a horse
with a banknote.

Multiple Uses

Elves draw magical power from the number of trees that exist
within a certain range. Humans in the nearby town want wood
for housing. This is conflict. Economies can drive conflicts.
Conflicts can also drive economies. Dwarfs need elf skins to
enchant their forges.

Conflict like this is good for gameplay (if not overdone), and
having multiple uses for resources is a neat way to introduce it.
The same technique can be used to enhance trade (by driving up
volumes) and challenge monopolies (because the opposition to
them will be greater).

Similarly, having multiple resources for the same use’® can keep
a virtual economy from being mugged. In practice, goods are
usually implemented as being similar but not exactly equivalent,
so a snow wolf pelt might have a slightly higher warmth factor
than a snow bear pelt, but get mangy quicker. Nevertheless, if
there were a sudden shortage of snow wolf pelts, people who
made clothes out of them” could switch to bear pelts. When
people have choices like this, meaningful decisions must be
made; meaningful decisions are at the heart of gameplay.

70 These are known as substitute goods.
7 See Chapter 8 for a general discussion of doing things with your character
that you might disapprove of in real life—for example, fur coats.
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Charge for Advancement

Players are so pleased when their character has gained enough
experience for them to advance a level or skill that they are
quite happy to pay virtual coin to seal it. Whether this is
through “training” (which for some reason only NPCs seem able
to provide) or the acquisition of some expensive item (mithril
cross, ebony staff, engraved armor) is not the point: The point is
to provide a money sink.

Some designers adopt a “charge for everything” view and make
characters pay to enter cities, to cross bridges, to speak to
officials, and so on. This can backfire if people find it too
tiresome or depressing. By charging for things that don't
happen all the time and that the player is happy about, these
negative effects are greatly reduced. Charging for advancement
is the perfect example of this idea in action.

Personally, I don't like charging for advancement; it's a little too
cynical and opportunistic for my tastes. However, with plenty of
players trained to accept it by existing virtual worlds, that's no
reason for you to overlook it.

Charge for Abstraction

Should player characters have to eat? If they do, should the food
work its way through their digestive system or be beamed out
of them at the last moment as seems to happen in Star Trek? If
nature proceeds like it does in real life, are there consequences
for not washing your hands afterward? Or is this all a level of
detail too far?

Some textual virtual worlds have eating. Every so often,
characters will feel hungry. If they eat, the hunger goes away; if
they don't, their attributes degrade increasingly until they do.
Some foods are better at restoring attributes than others, but
basically, eating remains a background maintenance task that
adds authenticity but little gameplay.
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Players deal with this by using clients that trigger on key
phrases. When the "you are hungry” line arrives, the client
automatically issues commands to remove a food item from the
character’s backpack and eat it. The original message, the
commands to address it and the messages confirming those
commands are all stripped out. The player doesn't know the
maintenance has taken place, except that the backpack needs
restocking with food occasionally.

If players routinely automate responses, why bother having the
events that trigger the responses at all? They're just hoops that
players are being made to jump through. It may add realism, but
the use of trigger code to make them transparent shows that it's
realism players would rather do without.

So players shouldn't have to eat, then? In that case, what are all
those NPCs doing working on the land? Only NPCs have to eat?

One solution is to make eating improve your character on a
temporary basis. If you don't eat, your stats stay low. This is
actually pretty much the same as using eating to maintain your
(higher) stats, with failure to eat incurring a penalty. However,
when phrased so it sounds like it's giving players something for
performing an action (rather than taking something away for
not performing it), it's more acceptable. This is the Star Wars
Galaxies approach.

Another solution is to abstract such activities out. Characters
eat, perform their ablutions, and so on, only when the player is
offline, in the same way that characters in movies go to the
bathroom only when the camera is not on them (or when they're
about to be murdered). This allows players to get on with the
serious business of having fun, without having to concern
themselves with minutiae yet while remaining within the
virtual world's fiction.
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If this abstraction is performed, the player can pay for it. In
general, players are against their characters' being taxed, but
they can be persuaded to put up with something equivalent if it
fits the fiction; a support fee to cover the incidentals that they
run up while the player is offline is one such pseudo-tax.
Incentives to increase payments—for example, by granting
characters more status if they do—will often work. Characters
without the means to pay could either suffer attribute/skill
penalties or be allowed to subsist by explicit foraging,
depending on the fiction of the virtual world.

The abstraction must be strictly adhered to, though: If
characters eat while the player is logged in (perhaps when
visiting a restaurant or taking part in a banquet), then their
support fee for that period must drop accordingly. Characters
who do buy their own food should ideally get a better deal than
ones who rely on the abstraction, but this may be hard to
organize in a free market economy.

This technique of charging for abstractions can be used for
similar tiresome activities such as reloading ammunition and
recharging batteries. In general, any unnecessary detail”? can be
removed this way and its cost bundled into a support fee.

Non-Player Players

I did mention when I began this section that although the main
virtual worlds were populated by characters, NPCs, and
monsters, there was a fourth possibility: nonplayer players.
These are the customer service representatives, techies,
designers, and other members of the live team who need access
to the virtual world but don't want to play it as regular players.
They generally need supra-world powers in order to help

72 In MUDJ, clothes were an unnecessary detail.
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people, to test the world, to fix problems, and so on. How should
the game fiction account for this?

The simplest answer is "“it shouldn't.” If you can't ever hope to
slip it unnoticed into the fiction why bother? Put non-player
players in a uniform so that everyone else knows to expect odd
goings-on when they're around, and leave it at that.

The second-simplest answer is also "it shouldn't.” Hands-on
event co-ordinators, as I mentioned earlier, can merge in to the
player base and appear to be regular players while actually
having irregular powers at their disposal. This is fine for them,
but it doesn't work for programmers trying to track down bugs
or for customer service representatives showing the human
face of the live team.

The more traditional approach, at least in Fantasy worlds, is to
have a formal hierarchy of gods/immortals/wizzes. In other
words, find some in-context powerful beings and associate the
non-player players with these. This may be unavoidable anyway
in some virtual worlds—for example—it's hard to conceive that
an Ancient Greece world would work without any gods. Your
main problem here is likely to be that the non-player players
believe the labels and start acting like deities instead of
programmers or whatever. A superior character doesn't imply a
superior human being.

There is also a danger that through their actions (or players’
beliefs of their actions), non-player players may inadvertently
extend a virtual world's fiction. If Thor shows up just as a
character gets a lucky hit and kills a giant, that character may
think Thor is responsible. Before you know it, web sites will be
proclaiming that praying to Thor will help in battle, and unless
this misconception is nipped in the bud it could become so
widespread a belief that complaints from confused newbies
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occupy more community management time than the
programmer time it would take to implement the idea.

Physics

The foundations of a virtual world are its geography and its
population; they're like a board and its pieces. Whenever
designers begin work on a new virtual world, among the first
things they consider are the geography and the
ecology/economy.

With MUD]1, Roy Trubshaw began with the physics.

Designers today inherit so much from what has gone before
that often they don't give thought to why things are the way
they are. If they don't give thought, they don't have
understanding; if they don't have understanding, they can't
innovate. There are so many features of a virtual world that rely
on its physics—geography and population included—that it's
staggering how much is taken for granted.

Physics concerns the fundamental systems of change; it's the
machinery of a virtual world. It's no accident that it was the first
statement in the definition of virtual worlds I gave in Chapter 1.
It implicitly defines all a virtual world's tangible possibilities; if
the physics doesn't allow it, you can't have it.

Designers really should know everything about the physics of
their virtual world. They should know what conventions have
been adopted, they should know why they were adopted, and
they should know their implications. Armed with this, they
should consider ways and means to improve on them for the
benefit of their virtual world and its players. If you do go with
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the flow, it ought only to be because the flow is going where you
want to go.

Laws of Nature

The physics of virtual worlds is based on real-world physics.
There is a reason for this.

If I push on a door, the door opens. If I push on a virtual door,
the virtual door opens. I could just as easily make it that if I push
on a virtual door, virtual birds fly out of a virtual mug. Unless
the door was flagged as No Ordinary Door and the mug was
flagged as No Ordinary Mug, this would confuse people. Why?
Because human beings learn from an early age the cause-and-
effect rules that govern the way reality works. In a virtual world,
they are unable to stop themselves from applying these same
rules except by an act of will. For virtual worlds therefore,
anything that interferes with these rules acts as an out-of-
context interrupt; anything that adheres to them implicitly
supports the illusion that the virtual is real.

The real world operates under the laws of physics. The rules
that people develop in their heads to model the laws of physics”3
are simpler, but they're good enough for almost all practical
purposes. Virtual worlds wishing to be convincing to players
must therefore implement at least these rules (and,
paradoxically, perhaps no more; it's players we're trying to
convince here, not reality).

73 These rules are called naive physics, and are an example of qualitative
reasoning. Patrick J. Hayes, The Naive Physics Manifesto. Donald Michie (ed.),
Expert Systems in the Micro-Electronic Age. Edinburgh, Edinburgh University
Press, 1978. Johan de Kleer, Qualitative and Quantitative Reasoning in Classical
Mechanics. Patrick H. Winston and Richard H. Brown (eds.), Artificial
Intelligence: an MIT Perspective. Cambridge MA, MIT Press, 1978.
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Fundamentally, therefore, virtual world physics is concerned
with implementing the obvious.

The key is transparency. Transparency means that players don't
have to suspend any disbelief, because their senses pass the
information right by without comment. The more successful a
designer is at creating transparency, the less his or her work
will be noticed: This is great for immersion, if not so great for
the designer’s ego.

The expectations that players have of a virtual world's physics
don't have to map directly onto reality, if the context is right.
The most conspicuous example is that of a genre boasting its
own physics: cartoons. In cartoons, when you run off a cliff you
don't fall until you realize you ran off a cliff. The laws of nature
do apply, just not in the same way’4. As long as people buy into
the fiction, this can work. Toontown can be as immersive as
EverQuest.

The central issue for virtual physics is the level of detail at
which it operates.

IfIlet go of an object, it will fall. That's gravity in action. When
it hits the ground, will it bounce? Will it become damaged,
perhaps break? Maybe the ground will break? What if the
ground is at an angle? Will the object roll down it? That depends
on the object’s shape, its mass, what it's made of, what the
ground is made of, and so on. If there's a wind, what effect will
that have?

74 See Cartoon Laws of Physics, which exists in several versions.
http://funnies.paco.to/cartoon.html and
http://www.bbc.co.uk/dna/h2g2/alabaster/A645095.
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If there's an object between the one I drop and the ground, what
then? Will it trap the object; will it let it pass through; will the
object bounce off or out? I could drop apples into a wicker
basket, but how many would fit before it becomes full? Even if it
were full, I could still add sand to it, if not apples. Then I could
add water, which would be retained for a short while, but would
eventually trickle out. Maybe if I'd added cement dust as well as
sand it would have set instead.

That's just the start of it. The physics of a virtual world must
address all kinds of issues that the real world implements
trivially. How long does a feather dropped out of a window take
to land? Why does my compass point north? What happens
when I shine my flashlight at a mirror? How long does ice last?
Who will get wet if I throw a bucket of water at a crowd? Can I
dismantle a bookcase and use the pieces to make a raft? What if
I set fire to a wooden house?

The real world can answer all these questions because that's
how it works. It has molecules and atoms and atomic particles
and quarks and who knows what else, all working together
under the influence of at least four forces’s. Virtual worlds can't
hope to compete with real physics. Unfortunately, as the above
examples illustrate, virtual worlds can't cope with naive physics
yet, either.

That said, the virtual worlds of today have access to greater
computational resources than those of yesterday, and it's not
unreasonable to suppose they could have better physics as a
result. At a time when modeling tools are available to perform
real-time ray-tracing, fluid mechanics, fabric deformation, and
surface friction effects, it's a little sad that virtual worlds rarely

7S Gravity, electromagnetic, strong nuclear, weak nuclear. There may be
others yet to be discovered.
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bother to implement concepts even as simple as "if you drop
this in water it will sink.”

There are practical limits to what can be done. As detail
increases, the number of active components increases and the
number of interactions between them goes up exponentially?®.
Throwing more computers at the problem will not even dent it.
That said, if MUD2 can let you drop an object down a well into
an underground stream which carries it off until it reaches a
grate that may or may not trap it, all the while accounting for
object density, impact damage, water damage, and the
possibility of hitting or being caught by someone, then there's
no reason a large-scale graphical virtual world couldn't do
better. The trick is not to implement all of physics, or even all of
a naive physics, but to implement just enough naive physics to
satisfy players' sense of detail.

That's still harder than it sounds.

Virtual worlds operate at the level of commands. Players decide
what they want to do in terms of effectively indivisible
operations, and these make up the command set. They want to
wear a pair of boots, they don't want (for each boot) to loosen
the laces, pull it on, tighten the laces, and then tie them in a
double knot. Simple goals that in real life most people could
achieve without really thinking should be implemented in
virtual worlds as such. Believe it or not, for MUD1 Roy and I
actually discussed these things before deciding exactly where to
pitch actions. That's why we went for “unlock door” rather than
“put key in door; turn key; remove key from door.” It's also why
we made "lock” and “"door"” be synonymous nouns.

76 As does the number of potential exploits.
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To implement physics, you only really need to go one conceptual
level beyond that of the deepest command. Anything deeper
than that, the players won't see anyway. If a character can shoot
an arrow, the virtual world engine should be able to show its
flight and make its arrival be non-instantaneous; however, this
doesn't have to be done by applying Newton's Laws to parabolic
trajectories—it just has to look like it was done that way.

There is an argument that a deeper physics model can be used if
it's less complex than a shallower model or if several complex
shallower models can be built from it”’”. For example, if you have
a good Newtonian simulator already built to implement your
virtual tennis games, you may as well reuse it for arrows. This is
reasonable, assuming you really did need the simulator for the
tennis. In practice, it's programmers rather than designers who
are more susceptible to going too deep: You may have specified
that characters’ breath should be visible in cold air, but it's not
you who's spending 10 days implementing a brilliant new eddy-
calculation routine.

So to summarize:

e Compiled into players’ heads is a sense of how the real
world works.

e Ifthe virtual world mimics this, it helps immersion
tremendously.

e DPlayers need rarely think beyond the level at which they
can "just do” something.

e Thisis the level at which commands should be written.

77 A virtual world's physics can itself be regarded as a model for
implementing higher-level effects. Consistency benefits from this: If you can
get the physics to handle some set-piece event, it's usually better than if you
hard-code it separately.
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e The physics usually needs to be constructed only at the
next level beyond this.

e The problems come from the fact that in many cases the
physics is not written even close to this next level, if
indeed they're written at all.

This being the case, designers have only limited ways to
respond. In worst-first order, these are

Brazen it out. The virtual world has ponds; players can walk
on the surfaces of the ponds; big deal.

Knee-jerk reaction. Players can't walk into ponds, for no in-
context reason.

Remove the symptoms. Players can't walk into ponds because
the vicious fish that live there keep them out. This provides
an in-context reason, but it's invariably feeble.

Paper over the cracks. There are no ponds in this virtual
world.

Implement the physics. Characters who walk into the pond
can stand there with water coming up over their knees and
wetting their clothes as expected.

Players' commands imply the virtual world's physics. In
deciding the level of physics to implement, designers should
therefore look at commands.

The Big Six

Surprisingly, there are only six categories of commands for
virtual worlds, only half of which are in-context. Implement
these and you have the makings of a basic virtual world. The big
six are

Exit the virtual world (“quit”).
Get playing instructions ("help”).
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e Make a note ("bug")’s.

e Communication (“tell,” "say,” "shout,
e Create/destroy object (“chop wood").
e State change (movement, "get,” "drop,” everything else).

"o "o

pose,” and so on).

Of these, the last one is the most important from the point of
view of the virtual world's physics.

Tangible objects in virtual worlds have properties, which in turn
have values. Properties can take many forms: "“Mass” might be
an integer; "label” might be a string; “location” might be a set of
co-ordinates; “contents” might be a list of objects; “components”
might be a treelike data structure. Some of these values may be
independent; others may be recomputed each use because they
depend on many factors (for example resistance to magic).

State-change commands alter properties. A simple "get,” for
example, entails changing the location of an object from the
floor to the character; movement involves changing the
character's location property from one point to another; “open
door” means changing the door’s “opened” property to true.

It's more complicated than this in practice, of course. There are
all manner of preconditions that need to be satisfied (objects can
be too heavy to pick up, or tied down, or on fire, or being stood
on, or plenty of other irritating things); there is feedback to be
generated (you see the door open, as do people on the other side
of it); the properties themselves can take different forms
(location as co-ordinates or as a contains/contained-by
hierarchy). From the designer’s point of view, though, the actual
mechanics aren't particularly important; of more interest is
what can be done with them. This is because everything

78 You could lump this under communication if you wanted, but I consider it
to be more fundamental than that.
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tangible except object creation/destruction can be done with
them.

This means that the properties you choose set the level of player
commands, which in turn set the level of the physics. If the
properties are fine-grained (as they might be if you kept a
record of how many roses were growing in a bush, say), then the
commands that change these properties must also be fine-
grained—therefore, the physics that underlies the commands
must be slightly finer-grained yet (because it's what gives the
properties their meanings). It makes no difference whether
people use the commands frequently or infrequently; once you
have that level of detail, you have to support it.

Similarly, by going the other way and having coarse-grained
properties, you get coarse-grained commands. If flowers are
properties of a garden rather than objects in their own right,
characters can't ever do so much with them (which means less
detailed work for your physics).

As for what level of detail to go with, that depends on both the
virtual world and the real one. It depends on the virtual world
because some contexts need finer-grained properties that
others can do without. A murder mystery detective game, for
example, would need many detailed properties for each object,
because meticulousness is a feature of detection; a space opera
game would be able to gloss over most such properties because
it concerns the grander scale. However, in all cases real physics
is absolute. Players will have certain expectations, which they
will proceed to act on. If you encourage them to look deeply,
they may look deeper than you can manage; if you encourage
them to look only superficially, it may be too superficial to
satisfy their natural curiosity.

All that designers can really do here is to put themselves in the
position of the player. Imagine what the completed virtual
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world would look like, then consider what players would want
to do in it. Create objects to this level, set properties for objects
at this level, and specify commands that operate at this level.
From that, you'll get your physics level.

I'll discuss properties of objects in more detail shortly”°. For the
moment, though, we'll keep with the basic underlying physical
system and ask the question: What happens when you want to
model something that's impossible in the real world?

Beyond Real-World Physics

Reality can cope with more detail than virtual worlds ever can
because it has more resources. However, there are two cases
where the scope of virtual world physics extends beyond what
reality can offer.

The first of these is that the virtual world interacts physically
with a meta-world (reality), whereas reality does not®. Players
in the real world can become personae in the virtual world,
therefore a virtual world can influence the real one through its
players (and vice versa). The commands that best illustrate this
are those concerned with communication. There are four types:

e Within the world, within the fiction. Commands based on
real-world physics are implemented within the context

79 To save you from getting your hopes up, I'll warn you now that I'm not
going to present a list of common object properties. The point of this section,
after all, is to persuade designers to think about virtual world physics from
first principles for themselves.

80 Anything reality interacts with physically is by definition part of reality.
Theologians and philosophers may argue that there are worlds beyond
reality that can coincide with it, but that's not quite the same relationship
that virtual worlds have with the real one: We can prove that virtual worlds
are part of reality.
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of the virtual world. Examples: “shout,” “say,” “whisper,”
"pose”/"act"/"emote.”

e Within the world, without the fiction. Commands in the
virtual world have functionality beyond what's possible
in the real. Examples: “tell,” "mail,” group channels.

e Without the world, within the fiction. Material that
concerns what goes on in the virtual world is created in
the real and presented in-context. Examples:
newspapers, criers.

e Without the world, without the fiction. Material that
concerns events in the virtual world is presented apart
from it. Examples: IRC, email, rant sites.

The second example of where virtual physics can go beyond real
physics is in the area of ultraphysics. This concerns things that
people are prepared to accept as extensions to mundane
physics, whether or not they're actually compatible with it.
Examples include faster-than-light travel, psychic powers,
cybertechnology, prayer, time travel, and (everyone's favorite)
magic. None of these phenomena can be demonstrated today
with any reliability, and for some it's unlikely they ever could be.
However, sufficient numbers of players have an understanding
of the tropes that it's possible to accommodate these ideas into
virtual worlds. It's sometimes necessary to produce a fiction to
indicate which of several sub-tropes a virtual world is adopting
(does this magic work using mana, spell memory, gesture
programming, and so on), the decision having been made for
gameplay reasons. As long as it's something that fits into the
players' naive ultraphysics, though, it's acceptable to them.

Any ultraphysics needs to be implemented with the same rigor
as regular physics. Players will not flinch while telling you that
vortex-breathing dragons are unrealistic, whereas fire-
breathing ones aren't. In the same way that your virtual physics
must adhere to players’ naive physics, your virtual ultraphysics
must adhere to players’ naive ultraphysics. Ultraphysics is not

431



432 Chapter4

as supportive of immersion as real physics, but jarred
ultraphysics is every much as unsupportive of it as jarred real
physics.

The level at which ultraphysics is implemented is determined
by the commands that use it (as spells, through skills, using
artifacts), which in turn depend on the same kind of properties
as real physics. There is great scope for experiment here. Just
because every other virtual world implements magic in terms of
one-off, powerful spells, that doesn't mean you have to. Why
can't mages cast spells as often as archers shoot arrows? Why
can't spells have continuous, streaming effects, so you can direct
your healing stream towards whoever needs it? Why can't
magic take time to work, so you have to guess who'll need the
effect when it finally hits? There are many dimensions along
which changes can be made, all of which can be adapted into the
vague notions that players have of the ultraphysics that deliver
it. You cast a spell, a fireball appears; how you cast the spell and
how the fireball appears is for the virtual world to determine—
players don't care, so long as they get the fireball.

An awkward consequence of ultraphysics is that it doesn't mesh
well with genres that are based on real physics. Fantasy books
may be able to ignore the consequences that winged horses
have on castle construction, but they don't have to deal with
airborne cavalry units landing troops behind fortified walls and
wreaking havoc. Player characters may take advantage of the
inexpensive healing and curing facilities of temples, but if NPCs
did then the world would be a very different place.

A final point to mention about ultraphysics is that it allows for
hyperdimensionality. Graphical worlds are less capable of
handling this than textual ones, because they have to present a
view of the virtual world that's rendered in the real one. Textual
worlds can have objects inside themselves, objects bigger inside
than outside, sounds you can pick up, and so on. Graphical
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worlds can have some hyperdimensionalities that textual
worlds traditionally find difficult (such as portable holes), but on
the whole they're not as flexible.

Objects

The rule with objects in virtual worlds is integrate everything.

When a virtual world is implemented, the entities of which it is
constructed are its objects. The relationships between these
entities are their properties. Together, objects and properties
comprise the tangible part of the virtual world, which the
physics brings to life. It doesn't have to be this way—you could
in theory devise a system where objects are mere consequences
of interactions between fundamental equations in the same way
that numbers are. If you try that, good luck.

It is essential for designers to recognize that although many
objects in their virtual worlds have wildly different
characteristics from many others, fundamentally they're the
same. They can be arranged into conceptually useful groups—
player characters, mobiles, containers, rooms, portable objects,
fixed features, and so on—but it's a big mistake to treat these as
unrelated, partitioned sets. You'll get much better coherence
(and a much better understanding of your own world) if you
consider them to be specializations of a general abstract object
rather than the roots of their own abstract hierarchy.

For example, suppose you decide that your player characters
should have a "health” attribute. It would be an obvious step to
use this same property to record the health of mobiles. You
might also want to give ordinary objects a "wear" rating to track
how close they are to falling to pieces. It should then occur to
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you that “wear” is measuring the same kind of thing as "health,”
therefore you should use "health” rather than "wear.""

This may seem rather obvious, but all too often it's not®2 In the
early days, all MUD designers were also programmers, and it
wasn't until they picked up on object-oriented programming
language ideas that some of them were prepared to accept that
hey, maybe rooms and player characters are just objects after
all? This is somewhat ironic because it turns out that the objects
of virtual worlds don't correspond well to the objects of an
object-oriented programming language like C++. To explain
why, I'll have to digress for a while (but I'll try to keep it short).

In an object-oriented programming language, there is a
hierarchy of object classes. Individual objects are instances of a
class. Thus, you might say that doubloons are a kind of coin,
coins are a kind of treasure, treasure is a kind of portable object,
and portable objects are a kind of (root) object. Although I've
used the word “object” here, in programming terms these would
be classes. Doubloon33 might be an instance of the class
"doubloon,” which would make it an object. The power of object-
oriented programming lies in its removal of repetitions: I don't
have to define "get doubloonl,” "get doubloon2,” and so forth, I
only need to define “get doubloon.”

If objects can be instances of more than one class, or classes can
be subclasses of more than one superclass, you have a multiple-
inheritance system. Otherwise, it's a single-inheritance system.
For virtual world design, a multiple-inheritance system is highly
convenient. If a room contains a doubloon, a penny, and a Ming

8 Just be sure that people don't get their wounds healed at a blacksmith's or
get their swords resharpened by a healer.

82 There are still plenty of virtual worlds that consider dropping an object on
the floor to be a completely different action to putting an object into a
backpack.
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vase, then when I issue the command “get coin” I want to pick
up the doubloon and the penny; if I try “get antique” then I want
the doubloon and the vase. The doubloon is both a coin and an
antique, but not all coins are antiques and not all antiques are
coins. It's a common occurrence: Not all mammals are
carnivores and not all carnivores are mammals; not all pop stars
are men and not all men are pop stars. Is the queen of diamonds
primarily a diamond or primarily a queen?

Unfortunately, programmers are likely to want to use C++ or
some derivative (for example, Java) that only uses single
inheritance{Erratum: C++ does has a form of multiple
inheritance, (somewhat ironically) using the virtual
keyword.}. They'll see that there are “objects” in the virtual
word, they'll tie these to the "objects” in their object-oriented
system, and then 95% of the way through coding they'll hit
difficulties. It's possible to fake multiple inheritance in a single-
inheritance system, just as it's possible to fake single
inheritance in a flat system. It's a lot of work and it involves a lot
of repetition; it's still doable, though.

What isn't so doable is inheritance of commands. Object-
oriented programming involves the association of items of code
(called methods) to object classes. These are not themselves
objects; they don't exist in an inheritance tree. In other words, I
can't say that the method “punch” is a subclass of the method
"hit."” If I want 30 different ways to hit something, [ have to
implement them separately. If I want the effects to differ
depending on whether the objects I hit are soft or hard, I have to
repeat for each. For large or complex worlds, this can rapidly
get insanely tedious both to implement and to maintain. Object-
oriented programming is about removing mindless repetition,
not about enforcing it.

This situation arises because the virtual world “objects” were a
bad choice for the programming language “objects.” Instead,
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commands should be the objects. If "hit object” and "hit
soft_object” are defined as (object-oriented) classes, then a
command like “slap cushion” is an instance of a command (in
this case the second one), from which the associated code can be
located and run. It's essentially a programming issue rather
than a design one, but because of the heritage of virtual worlds
it has made it into the design paradigm. Designers often think
in terms of objects and methods when they should be thinking
of multiple inheritance hierarchies and commands.

Okay, end of digression.

So, object classes in virtual worlds are generally arranged in
some kind of hierarchy. This allows the sharing of properties,
which encourages integration, which in turn delivers coherence.
The days when you had to "ring bell” because "hit"” was already
taken by "hit creature” are gone®3.

If asked, most designers would probably subscribe to the idea
that integration is good. Sadly, though, they often don't give it
much thought. Spells and skills have much in common, for
example—they're the ability to perform a specialized task to a
particular standard, which has to be learned. Few virtual worlds
consider them at all related, though. Similarly, what player
characters might have as skills or spells, artifacts could have as
effects or enchantments. If I can learn to cast a lightning bolt
spell, then why can't a magical staff be taught to do it, too? This
approach has been used in single-player role-playing games (for
example, Larian Studios' Divine Divinity), but it's uncommon in
virtual worlds.

Although much of this discussion on objects has concerned
textual worlds, it applies equally well to graphical worlds.

83 You noticed the sarcasm there?
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Graphical worlds are generally nowhere near as functionally
rich as textual ones, but the gap is closing; sooner or later, the
limits of using single inheritance for virtual object classes will
become an issue. You can get 95% of the way without multiple
inheritance and the ability to quantify over actions, but then
that last 5% becomes important.

Common Problems with Objects

Given that virtual objects are, on the whole, intended to exhibit
behaviors at the physics level that are consistent with reality, it
might be expected that there are common problems that recur
whenever some particular aspect or other of reality is
considered. This is indeed the case: Some facets of reality are
easy to implement and others are downright impossible. Many
of these issues arise because what human beings think of as an
"object” is actually just a conceptual entity. It works for naive
physics, but naive physics doesn't have to implement it.

There are conventions to solve some of these issues, but, as
usual, it's better if designers understand why a convention is in
place rather than merely accept that it is in place. Who knows,
you might well be able to provide a better solution if you
understand the issues.

Let's look at them, then.

Solids: Assemblies

Assemblies are objects that are made of other objects. Is an iron
key magnetic? Yes. Is a hatchet? Well, the head is. What about a
pair of jeans? Not really, unless you include the zip and the
rivets (if they're steel rather than copper).

People think of objects as unitary items most of the time, but
they're quite happy to consider them as being made up of other
objects should the need arise. In virtual worlds, this poses
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something of a problem. If objects are made out of other objects,
those objects must also be made out of other objects, and so on
until you reach a point where you just have to stop. Where does
that point lie? Conversely, if objects aren’t made of other
objects, how do you refer to components of an object? Doors
must have keyholes if they have keys, right?

By convention, virtual worlds do not have assemblies. You can't
take objects to pieces. If you need to refer to a part of an object,
the part is synonymous with the object as a whole. When I can
look through a keyhole, I'm looking through a door.

The reason that assemblies don't exist is, quite simply, that the
physics to support the functionality isn't up to it. Properties are
associated with objects, not with configurations of objects; if
you were to associate properties with configurations of objects,
those configurations would themselves effectively be objects.

For example, suppose in real life I had a wooden ladder. I can
climb up aladder. I can't climb up a xylophone. Nevertheless, I
could dismantle my ladder and use the components to make a
xylophone. I can play music on a xylophone, but I can't on a
ladder. The xylophone assembly uses the same objects as the
ladder assembly, but the two have very distinct properties.

Now it's possible to hack a solution to this. You could say that
“dismantle ladder” or “dismantle xylophone” destroyed the
original object and created two new objects, “poles” and “nails.”
You could then allow "“make ladder from poles and nails” and
"make xylophone from poles and nails.” Unfortunately, unless
you've thought of it in advance, the player who tries to "make
fence from poles and nails” is going to be disappointed.

In the real world, objects are only objects because people say
they are. It's just a semantic ploy to describe certain
manifestations within reality. Indeed, objects don't even have to
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be real: "If I had a sister, her name would be Moira;"” "Nobody
followed me."” People routinely refer to objects that don't exist,
and not only in terms of counterfactuals or uninstantiated
variables. Whatever your view on religions, you have to admit
that Zeus, Jehovah, and Vishnu are mutually incompatible
beings, yet to some people they are (or were, in Zeus's case) as
real as rocks.

In virtual world terms, all objects are as real as rocks (or at least
as virtual as virtual rocks). They exist because that's how
players understand their environment. However, whereas
people in the real world can call upon new objects when the
muse takes them, in virtual worlds this can't happen. Objects
only get the properties they're given; assemblies can't be
granted arbitrary emergent properties depending on their
construction. You can't invent objects, just new uses for existing
objects.

Virtual worlds don't have assemblies because it only pushes the
problem one degree away. At some stage, you have to stop. If
you're going to have to stop anyway, why even start? Players
will try to disassemble objects, fail, have their immersion hurt,
then give up trying. If the precedent of assemblies has been
established, they'll keep on trying because sometimes it works
and sometimes it won't. Each failure will hit their faith in the
simulation of reality.

However, taking the same line of reasoning that I did earlier
with NPCs (that is, even rudimentary Al is better than none), it
can be argued that any consistent-depth implementation of
assemblies is better than none at all. An axe is made of a shaft
and an axehead; an axehead is made of six pounds of iron; six
pounds of iron is made of two three-pound pieces of iron melted
together, and so on. By defining all objects to be constructed
from other objects and a limited number of recognizable
resource "atoms” (which break down into ever-smaller versions
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of themselves), assemblies can be implemented. Although not a
perfect system (every object type needs a “"recipe,” so new
objects can't be constructed unless a recipe for them exists), this
is a definite improvement over no assembly at all: It allows for
additional gameplay, and is even better in terms of the
immersion it delivers.

Nevertheless, players who try to build a glider from sails and
broken barrels are probably wasting their time.

Solids: Collections

Some objects are sets or collections of other objects. You might
have a bunch of flowers, a pack of cards, or a wad of notes. Using
a principle of no-disassembly, these should be unitary items.
They all have problems with this, though.

Abunch of flowers is fine as long as you have no individual
flowers anywhere. Put in a single rose, and suddenly you're
accepting the concept of unbunched flowers. Players will
therefore want to take flowers out of the bunch.

A pack of cards only exists when no one is playing a game with
it. Because cards are meant to be played with, you can hardly
blame people for wanting to deal out the pack. When that
happens, suddenly there are 52 individual cards (plus jokers)
and no pack. You only get a pack again when someone collects
all the cards.

A wad of notes has critical value. Although you might want to
allow players to pick up pebbles from a beach arbitrarily, you
can't let them peel notes from a wad in that way or they'll be
rich in no time. However, if you make each note in the wad an
individual object, how do you refer to the wad? Can you split it
in two and get two wads?
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These problems arise because although players will think of
objects at a particular level a lot of the time, for similar objects
(in particular) they like to stack them together and treat them as
an abstract whole. Designers must decide whether to allow non-
functional assemblies like this, and, if so, how to handle them.

There are two ways, alluded to in the preceding paragraphs. The
first is to enumerate all the objects that make up a collection,
but report them as a collection based on the number held. If you
have three playing cards in your inventory, they're shown
separately; if you hold seven, they're shown as a "hand;" if you
hold 52 (plus jokers) they're shown as a “pack.” Similarly, if you
have a rose and a tulip, you have a rose and a tulip; if you have a
rose, a tulip, and a daffodil, you have a "bunch of flowers.” The
designer lays down the criteria for when individuals become (or
cease to become) a collection.

The second way is to use a generator. There are so many flowers
in the garden or nuts on the tree or locusts in the swarm that
it's pointless enumerating them. If a player wants one, they can
have one. There is effectively an infinite number. For these
collections, a dispenser function creates a new instance each
time the collection is taken from; when an instance returns (or
collections merge) the incoming items are deleted and the
collection remains as it was®4. If a graphical world has a beach
texture-mapped with pebbles, characters can pick them up this
way. The texture map doesn't change, but the characters get an
object they didn't have before.

Collections are used as shorthand for quantities of objects. It's
possible (but not essential) to give them properties beyond what
the individual objects have—for example, giving a set of

84 Note that one false move by the programmers here and you get the duping
bugs that are the bane of so many virtual worlds.
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collectible bubble gum cards a greater value than sum of the
values of each individual card. Oh, and yes, every other designer
in the world has thought of making collections of too many
uranium chips invoke an atomic explosion.

Solids: Containers

Objects in virtual worlds can be in various hierarchies. The main
one is the class hierarchy (X is a kind of Y), but other
possibilities include an assembly hierarchy (X is a component of
Y), a spatial hierarchy (X is on top of Y), and a container
hierarchy (X is contained by Y). The latter two are related, as
we're about to see.

Container hierarchies are useful because they give players
physical means by which to move around groups of objects in a
virtual world. They're not essential: In the same way that early
computer operating systems didn't have the equivalent of
subdirectories or folders, so some early virtual worlds (most
notably Shades) didn't have containers. However, they're very
useful. In a nodal implementation of a virtual world, the work is
already done anyway: Rooms can contain characters, characters
can carry (that is, “contain”) objects, therefore, it's not a huge
leap of the imagination to allow objects to contain other objects
too.

Virtual worlds that use a co-ordinate system to handle location
typically have to switch to a nodal system for containership.
Although it's possible to extend the co-ordinate approach to
allow objects to be carried around in backpacks and pockets and
on belts and so on, in practice it's too inconvenient for the
players. It's no fun for the programmers, either, having to lock
arbitrary objects onto the co-ordinate frame of a character so
that wherever the character moves, so do the objects. For this
reason, most graphical virtual worlds maintain a separate
inventory for containership, using a co-ordinate system only for
the top level (which can more easily be displayed graphically).
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Graphical worlds don't have a problem illustrating the spatial
relationship between objects. You can see that the bottle is on
the table, the chair is next to the table, the boots are under the
table, and so on. This is because of the rigid spatial structure
imposed by the co-ordinate system. Nodal systems do not have
this underlying structure: If two objects are inside a room, that
says nothing about the spatial relationship between the two.
Even the connectional relationships between two adjacent
rooms are not implied; they have to be stated explicitly. Some
nodal virtual worlds—for example, those developed by Skotos—
do have a relationship network between objects. However,
without absolute co-ordinates it's hard to make deductions: If X
is next to Y and Y is next to Z, is X next to Z? Co-ordinate
systems have this problem too, of course, when it comes to
modeling the contents of containers. Fortunately, most players
don't care to think beyond "X is in the bag”—they're not really
worried about where in the bag, so long as it doesn't move
around and they can get at it when they want it.

Containers are usually limited in what they can contain. They'll
hold only a certain volume (or number) of objects. Sometimes
only objects below certain dimensions will go in (you can't put a
table spoon inside a beer bottle) and sometimes only objects
above certain dimensions will stay in (you can't store pencils in
a net bag). The containers may be rigid or soft, opaque or
transparent, closable or always open—the same kind of
properties you get for many other objects. There are some
particular issues that containers have which don't affect other
objects, however.

Most containers are endocontainers, in that they contain things
inside them. Chests, bags, bowls, baskets—they all enclose what
they contain. There is also, however, a smaller class of
exocontainers; these contain other things outside them. Music

443



444 Chapter 4

stands, hat racks, and Christmas trees are examples of
exocontainers. Exocontainers “wear” what they hold.

Some virtual worlds treat exocontainers and endocontainers as
totally distinct, on the grounds that holding by enclosure is
fundamentally different to holding by hooking or tying or
anything else. The concepts are indeed disjoint, of course, but
there is enough commonality that it's generally better to treat
them as the same thing. “Take music from stand” and “take
stand from case” are essentially the same action and can be
implemented using much the same functionality.

The key differences are in two areas.

Firstly, although the contents of an opaque endocontainer can
be concealed from prying eyes, you always see what an
exocontainer is holding. This isn't too bad for textual worlds,
but graphical worlds need to be able to construct animated
images to match the almost arbitrary clothing permutations
that players will try, which can be very tricky®s.

Secondly, for endocontainers, the containers protect their
contents. If you hit an endocontainer, the amount of damage
suffered by what's inside may be reduced. For exocontainers,
the reverse applies: The damage suffered by the container may
be reduced because it's absorbed by what the exocontainer is
holding. This is how armor works.

This brings up the subject of a very special endocontainer: the
player's own character. In Fantasy worlds in particular, things
the character carries or wears are position-sensitive. You don't

85 Even in two dimensions it's tricky. KiSS dolls (Kisekae Set System —digital
dress-up-dolls for your computer) regularly have problems with things like
flouncy shirts that stick out through jackets worn over them.
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put helmets on your arms, you don't put boots on your chest.
Graphical and textual virtual worlds both have problems with
this.

Graphical worlds have adopted a standard from single-player
computer role-playing games, whereby an image of the
character is displayed with the "slots” (usually) indicated, and
players dress it up paper doll style®. Although not exactly
immersive, it's in keeping with the way that the inventory in
general works. Textual worlds have more to worry about
because players want to refer to body parts. It's okay to have
"wear socks,” "wear cravat,” and so on, but players want “wear
ring on left index finger.” This implies that bodies should be
treated as assemblies. They're not assemblies that players will
typically want to dismember in a controlled fashion, and, except
for in Horror genres, people aren't going to care to reassemble
new bodies from parts, either. Nevertheless, if players want to
reference parts of an assembly then the assembly has to be
constructed or faked up; either way, it's very tiresome to
implement and clue players in to the fact that assemblies are
possible. First it's bodies, then suits of armor, then horses, then
carts—before you know it, you've gone way further than you
ever wanted and it's starting to have an impact on response
times. If you do decide to implement bodies, make the decision
then and there whether or not it's a one-off, and stick to it. You
won't be swayed, you have a will of iron....

What about books, then? Books contain pages, but those pages
are fixed in a certain order, so they're basically assemblies. If
someone wants to "read page 24" are you going to let them? Or
are you going to keep your books really short, so they only ever
have one page?

86 This is KiSS dolls again. Check out http://otakuworld.com/kiss/ to learn
more about KiSS. Warning: Kids love these things.
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It can be very tempting to turn a container into an assembly. Be
careful.

Turning containers into generators is also tempting, but much
less dangerous. A bag of nuts that always has nuts in it no
matter how many you take out is fine, as long as you don't let
anyone turn it inside out. A coat rack in a shop can have a fixed
number of coats hanging from it, each of which is created using
a lazy evaluation approach (that is, only when someone tries to
access a coat is one created).

The final thing to mention about containers is the notion of
encumbrance. This is an old (some would say dated) idea from
table-top role-playing games. In general, the weight of objects
that a container®” can contain depends on its strength; the
number it will hold depends on the dimensions of the container
and of the objects concerned (although for exocontainers it also
will involve some measure of viable contact points—that is, the
container’s dexterity). However, objects are often so awkward
that they slow you down much more than others of a similar
weight or shape would. An open umbrella is harder to handle
than a closed one; a helium balloon gets in the way more than a
soccer ball (both of which are easier to keep a hold of if they're
deflated).

The idea behind encumbrance is to quantify how much
something affects the attributes of its container by virtue of its
own attributes. It's an imperfect abstraction, but at times it can
be a useful one. Even a virtual world that stored the exact
dimensions of objects would still have to approximate some
computationally expensive calculations—for example,

87 Because they're exocontainers, this includes characters. It's object-oriented
programming in action.
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knapsack-packing problems (emptying a full knapsack, then
getting all that was in it back inside is non-trivial—it's like
doing a 3D jigsaw puzzle).

Fluids: Divisibility

Most objects in virtual worlds are solids, and that's how they're
implemented. However, when modeling the real world it's a
little hard to avoid the presence of fluids, especially water®. I
use the term "fluids” rather than "liquids” in order not to
exclude those solids that (in naive physics) act like liquids, such
as sand, ash, and flour; I also mean it to discount substances like
glass that are formally liquids but on human timescales act
mainly like solids.

The central problem with fluids is that they're indefinitely
divisible. You can split them apart and combine them
arbitrarily®®. If someone has a bottle of water and a glass, they
should be able to fill the glass with water and have the excess
remain in the bottle. This can be faked by giving all fluid-tight
containers a pair of properties to indicate what fluid they have
in them and how much, or it can be implemented “properly” by
creating separate objects for each chunk of fluid that have their
volume as a property tied to them. The latter is generally
preferable because it means that fluids can be referenced and
that they can exist independently of containers (for example, if
you tip them out onto the ground). Tiresome players may create
thousands of fluid objects by decanting from a large container
into a tiny one many times, but so long as you're aware of this
possibility it shouldn't be hard to prevent it from causing
problems.

88 Potions and ale are commonplace, too.
89 Assembly “atoms” can be split apart, too, but combining them takes more
effort.
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Beyond a certain size, large bodies of fluid can be regarded as
generators. You can take as much saltwater as you want from
the ocean, there'll always be plenty left. In practice, the amounts
of fluid that can be used as generators can be much smaller; a
beach has an inexhaustible supply of sand, and even ponds and
private swimming pools can be considered effectively always
full. Because virtual worlds aren't real, it's even possible to have
small containers generate infinite amounts of a fluid?°.

There are potential difficulties when fluid is tipped out of a
container into the environment. It's not a problem if there's
already a fluid on the surface, as a large body of any fluid can
safely be assumed to absorb (or otherwise disperse) any chunk
of fluid added to it. Emptying oil into a (virtual) freshwater lake
just destroys the oil no matter how often a player does it.

When the surface does not already have a fluid on it, that's
another matter. On a smooth surface the fluid may flow away
downbhill, whereas on a rough one it could form pools or
puddles; for a rocky surface or a boardwalk it could disappear
immediately between cracks; for dry earth it could simply be
absorbed. What actually happens depends on the surface and
the fluid. At the very least, it implies that all surface types need
to be classified so that the physics can determine what to do.

The final divisibility issue concerns leaks. Leaks can be regarded
as loss to volume that occurs over time. Although in real life a
fluid that seeps from a leaky container can leave a trail, this is
quite hard to implement in practice. In general, if a bucket has a
hole in it then all means is that the amount of fluid it contains

% As in the joke where a man gets three wishes from a genie. On his first
wish he asks for a never-ending bottle of beer. The genie obliges, and the
man drinks enough from it to satisfy himself that it works. The genie asks
him what his other wishes are. “I'll have another two of these please,” he
replies.
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will lessen at a constant rate until there’'s none left. It doesn't
mean you can fill the bucket with sand and try to write your
name on a field.

Miscibility

Immiscible fluids pose few problems. If you have a pint jug
containing half a pint of sand, you can top it up with water.
Although in real life you'd be able to get more than half a pint of
water in (because sand is a fluid, but not a liquid), in practice
you're not going to upset many players if you keep it to exactly
half a pint. The same applies to adding fluids to containers that
already hold solids: You may as well compute volumes assuming
that none of the solid objects float, because even if you account
for partial displacement you'll never get it sufficiently accurate
to satisfy anyone pedantic enough to check anyway. Immiscible
fluids are implementation-friendly. Miscible fluids are
implementation-unfriendly.

If you have half a pint of alcohol and add half a pint of water to
it, what you get is a pint?' of weaker alcohol. If you added water
to poison, you'd get a larger amount of weaker poison. If you
added poison to alcohol you'd get something that was half toxic
and half intoxicating. Mixing fluids involves mixing properties
of fluids. This wouldn't be so bad if it weren't for chemistry?2.

By default, all solids are immiscible with liquids. However, some
solids are affected by fluids in a major way. You might be able to
package sugar in a paper container, but water would rapidly
disintegrate it. The result of the exercise would be water and
sludge, neither of which has the properties that a paper bag has.
With fluids, you can add an acid to an alkali and get salt and

9 Well, 98% of a pint if you want to be finicky about it.
92 Chemistry is part of real-world physics; alchemy is the ultraphysics
equivalent.
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water; neither the salt nor the water has any of the corrosive
properties of acids or alkalis. Thus, mixing fluids can involve not
only the creation and destruction of objects, but also the
creation and destruction of properties of objects.

The keener designers among you might at this point be
envisaging a nice chemistry system with a wide range of
properties that fluids can have and a series of rules that govern
how two or more properties combine to create other properties
from the list. This could actually work quite well, and explorers
would certainly thank you for it. Whether it's worth the effort
involved when you could be doing something else is another
issue, of course, and the fact that the recipes for anything that
can be brewed will be on player web sites within days might
take some of the fun out of it. If you have the time, though, hey,
go for it!

One final point about liquids is that viscosity can be a pain.
Apples and honey are immiscible, but if you dunk an apple in
honey and take it out you'll end up with a lot of honey stuck to
the apple. Whether or not you want to make the apple a leaky
exocontainer for the honey is up to you, but either way be sure
you cover the inevitable player experiments with it ("How come
honey drips off kittens at the same rate that it drips off apples?
Surely the fur would retain...).

Gases

Virtual worlds rarely implement gases, and when they do it's
often as consequent properties of a location or some other
object, rather than as objects in their own right.

The reasons for this are to do with the physical properties of
gases (and of gas-borne particles, such as pollen and smoke).
Gases are everywhere, they have miscibility and divisibility
issues even worse than those of liquids, and they're hard to
contain.
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Characters can do simple things like breathe them and smell
them, but anything much more sophisticated entails capturing
the gases, which then renders them inaccessible without the
right apparatus. Some virtual worlds have gases dropped by
certain monsters on death, but the result is rather clunky.

Air (or atmosphere) can conveniently be regarded as a generator
object that's available to all locations and containers.
Sometimes, though, it's useful to represent chunks of gases with
unusual properties as separate objects. This allows for gusts of
winds, clouds of dust, explosions, temperature gradients,
swarms of tiny insects, foul stenches, and so on.

On the whole, though, the only gas that virtual worlds really
need to consider is air, and then only for completion. Graphical
worlds don't need even air?3—it's “what there is when there's
nothing else there”—but textual worlds should account for it
because players in that context reference objects by name,

rather than by pointing device.

Plasmas

In most virtual worlds, the only significant plasma is fire. Fires
are usually treated as individual objects, but not always entirely
realistically. It's easy enough to model them to emit virtual heat
and light, but the problem is that in real life fires spread. In
virtual worlds, they don't. You can set fire to combustible
materials and they'll burn; they may even ignite nearby objects.
However, they won't usually spread to the environment.

There are two reasons for this. The defining one is that it's very
hard to do! Fires are transforming events: If you drop a lit
match in dry grasslands, you transform it into a charred
landscape; trees are replaced by blackened stumps, buildings

9 Fog and distance haze, on the other hand....
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are empty shells, and everywhere is bereft of life. Predicting the
collapse of structures when arbitrary parts of them burn away
is very difficult.

The second reason is that even if out-of-control fires could be
modeled, it would be unwise to have them. Half of all real-world
property fires are due to arson, and the temptation to destroy a
virtual world that way would be irresistible. Even players who
weren't crazed vandals might try it out just the once. “Gee, do
you think I'd get experience points for killing 200 bears if I set
fire to the woods?”

State Changes

When you heat up water, it turns into a gas (steam); when you
freeze it, it turns into a solid (ice). Similarly, gases can condense
and solids can melt. These are state changes. Do you want them
in your virtual world?

A virtual world can be satisfyingly convincing without state
changes. If you don't have any way to heat up things or cool
them down, explorers might figure out why and get uppity but
most of the population will take it in their stride.

On the other hand, state changes aren't all that hard to
implement and can impress the players. It can be done quite
easily as a destruction/creation pair: Destroy the steam, create
the water; destroy the lava, create the rock. In real life, state
transitions take energy to effect (it's how refrigerators work),
but in virtual worlds where people don't have accurate
thermometers, there's no need to worry about it.

Properties

Properties are abstractions of objects’ physical characteristics.
In virtual worlds, this regularly extends to non-physical
properties as we shall shortly see, but it's the physical ones
(mass, density, shape, color, and so on) that dominate.
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Properties are often implemented as functions, so that rarely
used ones can be computed on a when-needed basis. However,
although properties don't change any values when they are
called, functions in general do: Checking the "diameter”
property of a balloon won't change its diameter?4, yet calling the
"inflate” function on the balloon might. In terms of
implementation, though, they can look the same.

Properties have an uneasy relationship with object classes. Does
a dropped bottle shatter because as a bottle it's a subclass of
“"fragile objects"? Or does it shatter because it inherits a high-
value “fragile” property? How much encapsulation do you need?
Perhaps it shatters because it has a “made of” property with
value “glass,” and glass has a high-value “fragile” property?

Creating a taxonomy that allows the physics to be implemented
but doesn't turn designers into programmers is a tricky area
(made all the worse because many designers started out as
programmers). Strictly speaking, it isn't a naive physics
problem, but an issue of representation.

Unfortunately, there aren't really any conventions at work here
(yet). You just do what you have to for your physics to work. All I
would recommend is that you allow for properties to be objects
(in the object-oriented sense) too, so you can quantify over
them. If you can get the virtual world engine to answer the
question "give me a list of all the properties of this object and
their associated values,” then that should be flexibility enough.

As an aside, lists of existing properties are very useful to have
around when you're looking for new ways to discriminate
between objects. “What should this magic shield do apart from

94 Naive physics doesn't have an uncertainty principle.
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add the usual protection bonus? Hmm, characters have
properties for height, mass, speed, hmm...eye color,
hirsuteness—hey, I could make them hairy if they used the
shield! That could really freak people out. I'll make it a dwarfen
shield because dwarfs value beards, females included, and....”

In an ideal world, could all functionality of objects be derived
from their properties? Yes—in an ideal world. You could see
that an object has a hard, thin, flat, robust, semi-sharp surface
attached to a long, strong, lightweight but not brittle second
component topped by a horizontal bar, and from that deduce
that the object was suitable for digging a hole in a lawn. Virtual
worlds are non-ideal, because this degree of functionality
deduction would overwhelm it. Being non-ideal worlds, you can
dig a hole with a spade because the "dig" action knows about
spades (and maybe shovels and pickaxes). Beyond that, you can't
make a spade out of a busted shield and a fence post.

So sorry fans of assemblies: You're unlikely to get them this way
soon, either.

Ownership

It may seem odd to include a subsection on ownership when
discussing physics, but (as pointed out in Chapter 3) ownership
can be considered a physical quality for virtual worlds. Note
that this is virtual ownership—that is, ownership within the
context of the virtual world; real-world ownership of virtual
objects is all about data and intellectual property (as is much
else about virtual worlds).

There are two ways to implement ownership. The first is to give
all objects an "owned by" property, which can be either empty
(for example, no one owns characters) or point to some
ownership-capable object (for example, a character, a guild). The
second is to make it implicit: You own whatever you carry. The
latter works for virtual worlds with low degrees of persistence.
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The former would be preferred for ones with higher persistence,
except that it gets horribly complicated; they therefore extend
the "possession is nine tenths of the law"” concept to stuff stored
on player-owned property, but don't track who owns individual
objects in general.

At this point, you may be wondering why not. Computers are
very good at bookkeeping tasks, and this is just bookkeeping,
right?

Right, but the problem lies with formulating the rules.

Suppose character A owns a bottle of champagne and character
B owns a bottle of orange juice. They both put their bottles on
the ground; they still own them. I pick up the bottles; they still
own them, and I'm a thief. I empty the contents of the bottles
into a bowl and mix them up; who owns what now? I probably
don't own it, but does character A or character B? Most of it may
be character B's by volume, but character A's by value.

This same sort of tracking problem arises for components of
assemblies and collections. If I steal five units of currency from
each of five players, then lose 18 UOC in a bet, who can lay claim
to the 7 UOC that I have left?

The simple “if I hold it, I own it" rule doesn't work universally,
either. When your character picks up an object, it usually goes
into a container; this will typically be some kind of backpack?s.
However, it could be a hand or a sack or..well, let's see what it
could be.

Solid objects in virtual worlds will usually fit into one of the
following abstract categories:

95 In most graphical virtual worlds, the invisible kind.

455



456 Chapter4

e Things that can be worn (for example, a hat)

e Things that can be carried by an individual (for example,
a book)

e Things that can be carried by several people (for
example, a bench)

e Things that can be moved but not picked up (for example,
a cart)

e Things that can move of their own accord (for example, a
horse)

e Things that are immobile (for example, land)

e Things that can appear to be carried without actually
being carried (for example, coins)

I can wear a hat or carry a book and be certain that it is mine. If I
buy a bench and want to move it, though, how can I be sure it'll
remain mine? What about a horse or cart? As with land, some
things do need to have their ownership tracked, like it or not.

Even tracking isn't always the answer, though. If I steal a sword
and sell it for gold, does the new owner have to hand it back to
the original owner? If not, great: I'll have my mule do the
stealing and my main character do the buying. If so, also great:
I'll have my mule steal the sword and sell it to someone else,
then give the newly laundered coin to my main character. In
either case, the location of the original sword is known, but the
person who stole it is likely to get away with the theft (at least
as far as the virtual world is concerned—the players may have
other ideas).

Here come the virtual lawyers....

Time
Time is the one dimension that players and characters both
share, and therefore it is completely beholden to reality. This
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does not mean that it has to be identical to real time, but it does
mean that it must directly map to it.

Most actions that take place in virtual worlds are pretty well
instant (lag permitting). Because of the way that people often
routinely regard complex series of actions as unitary
commands, there may occasionally be commands that take time
to execute (cooking a meal, for example). Also, naive physics can
sometimes call for the effects of a command to take place after
the action has been executed (such as the explosion that follows
from lighting a fuse). As we saw with fire, some commands can
have potentially chaotic effects that last potentially indefinitely.
Most commands, though, give an immediate response and do
not propagate except in strictly prescribed ways (typically, by
giving feedback to characters who can detect the effects of the
command).

One consequence of this, which is felt particularly hard in nodal
implementations of virtual worlds, is that travel is much faster
than it "ought” to be. The time it takes to climb a staircase can
be the time it takes to pass through a forest. Speed is measured
in nodes per second, which, as nodes don't necessarily conform
to a fixed ground scale, makes a mockery of Newton's laws of
motion. Fortunately, players aren't spooked by this; as long as
travel between two locations that are conceptually “distant”
takes longer than travel between two that are “near,” they'll let
it ride. It will be noticed, though.

In graphical virtual worlds, where speed can be measured using
the traditional units of ground covered per second, travel isn't
so fast or it would look ridiculous. However, this degree of
realism can brutally shrink a world. In the time it takes a
character to jog across a “continent” in EverQuest, a real-world
marathon runner could perhaps traverse Singapore. Think of
the map of Norrath transposed onto the tip of Malaysia and
suddenly it doesn't seem all that huge.
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Virtual worlds may be tied to real time, but they don't have to
use it. In some (particularly low-persistence ones), it's always
effectively the same time—the clocks may change, but there's
no night and day. Others take an accelerated, linear approach:
DikuMUDs usually map 30 minutes of real time to 24 hours in
the game world. A more player-friendly strategy is to do it non-
linearly, so that time at night (when NPCs are asleep) passes
quicker than time during the day (when there's more content at
large). The number of hours in a virtual day and the number of
virtual days in a virtual week, month, or year may vary, but
usually there'll be 60 minutes in an hour and 60 seconds in a
minute (if time divisions go that low). Whether or not years
increment depends on the context: If a virtual world set in the
1920s ran at DikuMUD time, the whole decade wouldn't last 11
real-world weeks. Seasons can have a gameplay use, but years
rarely do (what, you want characters to get older?!). Virtual
worlds with story arcs are a principled exception.

Some virtual worlds add seasonal content related to real-world
time. MUD1 had a supply of festive mobiles and objects for
Christmas, for example, and MUD2 added more for Easter,
Halloween, April Fool's Day, Bonfire Night (November 5th—it's a
U.K. thing), and March (there's a mad hare). Ultima Online
introduced the idea into graphical worlds. Although in theory
(and occasionally in practice) these are immersion-breaking, on
the whole they're popular with players as they give a sense of
permanence; the very fact that a virtual world has seasonal
content shows that it's there for the long haul. Some meager
fiction, such as having a "night of the dead” coinciding with real-
world October 31%, can provide any necessary cover. It only
works for worlds that don't have their own internal time,
though. Celebrating Christmas in a world where it's officially
Spring is going to seem bizarre; similarly, if virtual Christmas
trees appear fully decorated in real July there won't be many
players in the mood.
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There are other issues of concern, to do with the religious
nature of some of these ceremonies; these are discussed in
Chapter 8.

Night and day: What's the difference? High-permanence virtual
worlds need to take a position on the subject; in any outdoor
setting based on the real world, night and day are hard to
ignore, but in general, one is going to be more fun for the
players than the other. A strict implementation would have
most NPCs asleep at night and a different set of monsters
awake. This provides gameplay differences between the two
that can make life more interesting for the players (but of
course involves the creation of more content—expensive). As
for the more physical differences, well the most obvious one is
that it's darker at night®. There are two ways to handle this: by
plunging the virtual world into gameplay-changing darkness;
by making the virtual world suggest darkness without actually
being dark (for example, use a blue wash). Full darkness is
probably going to be implemented anyway for expeditions
underground, so there are no real practical incentives not to
make night as dimly lit as in reality. The reason many virtual
worlds go for a cosmetic night that looks more like dusk is
because it's less unfriendly for newbies that way (it's either that
or give them a soon-to-be-mislaid lantern). Graphical worlds
also have issues concerning the ability of various video cards to
display images with low light levels—what might easily be
visible to some players could remain totally unseen by others.

The final point to make about time in virtual worlds concerns
traveling through it. All characters do travel through it, of
course, in the same direction and at a rate related to real time.
They could, if content were available, all travel backward in time

9% The second most obvious, that it's colder, is rarely considered. Night in
virtual worlds is primarily about darkness.
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or forward at a faster rate (relative to real time). However, time
travel for an individual character is not possible: One character
can't go back to yesterday because for the other characters it's
today?’. Sealed time discontinuities are possible—you can put a
character in a mock-up of yesterday and tell them it's
yesterday—but interaction is limited. If a character "goes back
in time" and shuts a door, this can only have consequences for a
player in “today” under exact, predefined conditions. Time
travel on a global scale— that is, everyone in the virtual world
together —is possible®; on a local scale, though, it's no more
possible in the virtual world than it is the real one.

Proactive Physics

People who play in a virtual world are bound by that world's
physics, as implemented in computer code. Whatever tangible
action they undertake in the virtual world, the consequences of
that action are defined by the program. Players must accept this
as part of the world, just as they must accept real-world physics
in the real world. They may object to certain aspects of it, and
they may even be able to persuade the live team to make
changes, but they can't opt out of particular rules they don't
like. If they get annoyed by the fact that their magic sword will
eventually wear out, they can either continue under protest or
quit.

Proactive physics uses this aggressively. Let's say you didn't
want players to sell virtual objects to each other in the real

97 Actually, some virtual worlds do let individual characters roll back to some
earlier state without affecting anyone else. I'm sure the designers of these
worlds believe they have a perfectly good reason for sanctioning such acts of
desperation.

98 It can be fun, too. If you tell players in advance that there will be a time slip
(save the database, let people play for an hour, then restore the saved version)
they will show up in droves to take advantage of the temporary freedom
from consequences offered.
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world. You could give all objects a “sold on eBay” flag that was
set (either manually or automatically) whenever an object was
exchanged in this manner. Objects so flagged would wear out
faster than unsold objects. Players who complain can be told
that objects wear out anyway depending on how they're used,
and that being sold in a different world (the real one) puts
interdimensional stresses on them that reduce their integrity.
There would still be lawsuits from people who felt this unfair,
and they may be able to make some argument about the intent
(which is essentially the difference between normal and
proactive physics); a consistent fiction is a strong defense,
though.

Personally, I'm against using virtual-world physics to achieve
real-world ends in this way except when it enhances individual
freedom. That said, I'm very much of the opinion that all code
and data belongs exclusively to the developers to do with as
they wish. Virtual worlds are not tools like word processors,
which folk use to create data that they own; virtual worlds are
places that people visit. If you come to my house and use my
paints on my paper to create an artwork, I'm sorry but you don't
own that artwork and you don't get to sell it to someone else
unless [ say so.

Whatever deals players strike between themselves about rights
of access to virtual entities, they don't concern virtual
ownership unless the developers say so. If players don't like
that, they can either quit and play in a virtual world where the
developers cede data ownership to players (and hope that the
real-world laws governing the changing of that virtual data are
cast-iron) or they can set up and run their own virtual world.

The discussion in Chapter 3 about the rights of players and
characters assumes good faith on the part of developers.
Proactive physics can be an extension of this, but designers
must be very careful not to set the wrong precedent. If a player
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uses the virtual world's physics to make life tough for other
players, the exploit can be fixed and the perpetrator banned; if
the live team does it, only revolt or emigration can ensue.

Reset Strategy

Players consume content quicker than it can be produced?®®. To
prevent a virtual world from becoming “played out,” therefore,
some mechanism for reintroducing content must be installed—
the reset strategy of the virtual world. There are two basic
approaches: sudden and rolling.

In a sudden reset, the region to be reset (usually the entire
virtual world) is closed down and its content reinitialized. This
is a fairly quick procedure, but it can be very inconvenient for
players who enter the virtual world at the wrong time or for
players who are in the middle of doing something when the
reset occurs. The sudden reset strategy is sometimes referred to
as the Groundhog Day approach, because players relive the same
day repeatedly, as in the movie Groundhog Day*°°.

In arolling reset, content is returned piecemeal at a rate
roughly equivalent to that at which it is consumed. There is no
need for the virtual world to be closed down. Rolling resets as a
concept emerged in the second age of virtual worlds, the
original idea being to use a "watched pot never boils" system
whereby content was slipped in where players weren't looking
(so as to conserve the fiction). This is rarely practiced today,

99 This is not necessarily true of the virtual worlds of the future, in which
content may arise from player actions rather than being introduced by
designers, but it's true for virtual worlds of the present.

19 Danny Rubin (writer) and Harold Ramis (writer and director), Groundhog
Day. USA, Columbia Pictures, 1993.
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however; indeed, in many virtual worlds players rely on being
able to show up at the appointed place and time so they can
have a crack at a monster'’. Besides, in a large-scale virtual
world, the high probability that individual griefers would stake
out a reset site just to stop it from resetting rules the idea out.
When rolling-reset content resets, it usually involves only a
simple adjustment such as the introduction of monsters or
objects; in this context, it's usually referred to as spawning (or
respawning).

Sudden resets allow for much more complex content than
rolling resets. Multi-stage puzzles in particular are notoriously
difficult to reset in isolation. If a dam has burst and flooded a
valley, putting back the water is a problem (more so if people are
sailing on it) and so is restoring everything that was destroyed
(except for what would have been destroyed but someone
moved it first). Sometimes, events have such all-conquering
effects that they impinge on all aspects of a virtual world and
simply cannot be reset unless the whole world is reset. Thus, a
rolling reset strategy is not going to be of any use in this
situation. That said, rolling resets are more accessible—players
can “drop in, drop out” better—and they are able to support'°?
much higher degrees of persistence.

Sudden resets interfere with playing patterns more than rolling
resets. Players who are present at the start of a reset will often
stay for the whole period as they'll have been able to kit
themselves up; players who arrive later may decide that the best
content is accounted for and leave; late-comers will consider
sitting around chatting until the reset occurs, whereupon they'll

191 Although these players consider camping for monster appearances to be
"adventuring,” actually it's more like “farming.”

192 If the code is robust enough not to crash every few hours; it's as well that
some sudden-reset virtual worlds do shut down periodically or they'd do it of
their own accord anyway.
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start playing in earnest. For rolling resets, session stickiness
doesn't depend on time of arrival anywhere near as much.

Both sudden and rolling resets are anti-immersion. With a
sudden reset, you get a huge dose of reality, but it doesn't last
long; with rolling resets, you get smaller reminders of reality,
but they drip, drip, drip the whole time.

Within the context of a sudden or rolling reset there are four
main strategies in use to determine when and what resets:

e Fixed

e Contextual

e Requested

e Geographical

A fixed reset occurs after a set time period has elapsed. This is
popular for virtual worlds using a sudden-reset approach, as it
gives players fair warning of when they’ll be kicked off. It's also
popular for rolling-reset worlds, because spawn-on-timer is
very easy to implement and achievers'®s like it.

A contextual reset is more sophisticated in that it has metrics to
indicate when content is played out; these can then be used to
trigger a reset. In practice, though, even with quite large
differences in player flow a fixed reset is usually quite sufficient
for most situations; virtual worlds using a wholly contextual
reset strategy are therefore uncommon, although the occasional
spawn-on-completion or spawn-on-character-properties isn't so
unusual.

The requested reset approach passes control of resets over to
players. It's commonly used in conjunction with other reset

193 Especially ones who have no desire to become further immersed.
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strategies, although MUDI1 used it basically standalone. In a
sudden-reset environment, resetting is mainly the preserve of
administrators; where regular players are allowed to do it,
there's a vote first. In rolling-reset worlds it's less of an issue:
Players wanting to recycle content (especially bespoke content)
for their own characters’ use will often have a quest system at
their disposal for this purpose. Although communication with
NPCs is the preferred method, spawn-on-character-action is by
no means limited to it; there's good scope for creativity here.

Geographical resets are mini sudden resets. Rather than a
particular piece of content being identified as needing a reset,

all content associated with a location is reset instead. This
allows for slightly more complex content in a rolling-reset
world, but in sudden reset worlds merely delays the inevitable.
The location that is reset can be as small as a point, although it's
more common to do it by area or region (faking an ecosystem—
that is, spawn-by-world-properties). Smaller geographical resets
are often spawn-on-proximity, a character's presence close to
an area triggering the content introduction.
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Chapter 5
Life in the Virtual

World

Players are real people who enter virtual worlds through the
instrument of their characters. Chapter 3, “Players,” looked at
players and Chapter 4, “World Design,” looked at the world. This
chapter looks at where they meet: characters.

Advancement

Players advance in intangible ways, through the knowledge they
gain and the friends they make. Characters also can develop
intangibly to some degree, in that they exist partially in the
minds of the players who encounter them. However, characters
are primarily a tangible phenomenon: They are defined by code
and data. The virtual world determines what they can and
cannot do and how mobiles react to them. When a character
“improves,” the improvement is measured in terms of tangible
factors rather than intangible ones.
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Characters don't have to advance, of course; for non-game
worlds, the aim is often for players to gain or hone skills,
therefore the success or otherwise of a character is entirely
dependent on what players learn and how they apply this
knowledge. Still, though, it's often the case that players will
respond better if there is a reward in the form of some tangible
improvement to their character, even if it's of only metaphorical
significance.

For those that do offer advancement, there are basically two
approaches: single or multiple. In a single advancement system,
one process completely dominates; in a multiple advancement
system, characters can improve along several dimensions. At
first glance, it looks like no contest: Why would you want single
advancement when multiple advancement offers so much
choice?

There are two reasons why. Firstly, single advancement is
focused and unambiguous. Players know what they have to do,
and can therefore set about doing it. In a multiple advancement
system, players might have to make choices before being fully
informed; they may therefore make mistakes. The second
reason is that multiple advancement suggests multiple content,
which is more expensive to produce and harder to balance.

As an example, consider a hypothetical virtual world set in Three
Musketeers! France. In a multiple advancement system,
characters can acquire “military points,” “romance points,”
"politics points,” and “fame points.” Thus, they can concentrate
on acquiring points of a particular kind to advance their careers.

! Alexandre Dumas, Les Trois Mousquetaires. Paris, Le Siecle, March—July 1844.
Full text available online (in English) at
ftp://sailor.gutenberg.org/pub/gutenberg/etextg8/1muskio.txt.
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If more people want to pursue one career than there is content
to support, new content must be added for it (and the content
that already exists for other careers will be relatively
underused). Players who start their characters off collecting
military points only to find that the romance approach su