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Abstract

Virtual worlds are a class of computer game in Wwharge numbers of players access a
shared environment simultaneously to have fun. Whmating fun” means, however, is not
obvious. Players talk abouhmersion which suggests to some commentators that theinfay
derive from the well-known psychological conceptpi@sencandflow. However, although
these states of mind are indeed important factonsimersion, they do not capture what players
themselves understand by the term. To describg ilibat players are experiencing requires an
examination of identity exploration — an exploratighich strongly echoes the structure of
ancient myth.
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The visible world is but man turned inside outtth@ may be revealed to himself.
Henry James the Elder
(Kellog, 1883)

Formal Introduction

Virtual worlds are a form of computer game in whiktividuals connect over the
Internet to a shared space wherein they interagahtime with one another and with the
(computer-moderated) environment. In order to d they create a personal, virtual body
which they inhabit while visiting that environment.

Initially, virtual worlds were text-based and weederred to variously as MUDs, MOOs,
MUGSs, MU*s and perhaps a dozen other acronyms (Bartle, 26@8yadays, most virtual
worlds are still textual in nature, but the mospplous (and therefore the most important) are
graphical; in this context, they are most ofterenefd to as MMORPGs or MMO(s

Virtual worlds have been around for over 25 yeheginning withMUD1 (Trubshaw &
Bartle, 1978). This first virtual world, which calhold no more than 36 players simultaneously,
gave birth to an industry which nowadays routimalyasures player bases in tens or hundreds of
thousands (Woodcock, 2002-). The largest commevaiaial world is currentlyWorld of
Warcraft which surpassed five million players in Decemd@®5 (Blizzard, 2005) — that's a
million more players than the Republic of Irelaras inhabitants. Most of these individuals are
paying around US$15 a motitin subscription fees.

There are other ways to profit from virtual worl¢tsough, most notoriously due to the
willingness of some players to pay real money faual objects — despite the fact that this is
rarely sanctioned by the operators of the virtuatlavin question and is regarded as a form of
cheating. Irreal-money tradinga buyer sends an electronic payment to the playgossession
of the item they want, whereupon they are handadgame. When the volume of this economy
is taken as a whole, it exceeds that of real cesguch as Jamaica and Namibia (Castronova,
2004) — great news for the arbitrage companiesféeditate such tradg if not necessarily for
the majority of players (who tend to regard payimggame success with money as cheating).

Although virtual worlds are important for the sizg#gheir user bases and of their
economies, they have other features which make thstimct from traditional computer games.
One of these is their demographics: they attratgrb beyond the stereotypical “16-21 year-old
male” core. An ongoing survey of some 35,000 play&ee, 2005) has discovered that:

. The mean age of players is about 26.
. Some 36% of players are married.
. Some 18% of players are female.

Playing times for virtual worlds are also unustae’s survey found that people spend
anaverageof some 22 hours a week in them — that’'s overi8$a day — with over 60%
admitting to having played for 10 hours straighleaist once. In almost all cases, they
concentrate on just their one game of choice, rattam switching between virtual worlds. This
is completely unprecedented; even highly compeliagsic games such astris (Pajitnov,

1985) don’t hold the attention of millions of peegbr this long. Only television has such power,
and even then people rarely watch the same progea@very time they sit in front of it.

So virtual worlds attract, and hold, the attentddmon-core gamers for extended periods
and in large numbers. The question arises: why? &véyirtual worlds compelling in a way so
far beyond that of any other computer game?



Players are quite categorical when asked why theythese games: “because it's fun”.
But what do theyneanby “fun”? And whyis it fun?

The tried-and-tested way of analysing players’ maiton isplayer typegBartle, 1996).
This hypothesis posits that players play for onoaf reasons: to explore; to achieve; to
socialise; to dominate other players. It was exqaas part of Yee’s survey and found to hold
reasonably well; however, cluster analysis of #sponses revealed a further motivation,
immersion which seemed to be orthogoh#b the other four. This raises a further question:
what does “immersion” mean to players?

The remainder of this paper offers an explanation.

Informal Introduction

This special issue dfechnéaddresses many aspects of virtual worlds. I'm ognfiom
the practical side: | design and research virtualds for their own sake, because | want to see
people develop yet better ones. I'm pleased fanttebe used as objects of research by
anthropologists, economists, social theorists, agemscientists or whomever, but our agendas
are different. Researchers in these areas wamlvemae their own fields of study, but I just want
better virtual worlds; that's where my emphasis.lie

| do regard these products entirely as worlds;rstheay debate whether or nattual
spaces aractualplaces, but for players and designers there’songeption that they might not
be. The five million people who enjWorld of Warcraftcertainly look upon it as a world, and
in the face of this any argument to the contrampretty well moot. People play these games for
two to four hours every day, every week, every rhont | haveMUD2 players who are still
going strong after 15 years. Télemthat the Dragon Island is not a place and yo@tithe
same blank look you'd get if you told them Londoasn't.

The somewhat technical use of the words “place”“amatld” here perhaps needs some
explanation. Aworld in this context is a space of interaction the bitzants of which regard as a
mainly self-contained unit — it's not an actualn®a It's used in the same sense as “the Roman
world” or “the world of high finance”. Alaceis an instantiated such space. ThtxgerQuests
a virtual world, but Norrath is a place (the ondchithe software oEverQuestmplements). In
this terminology, it might be said thRealityis a world and our universe is a place implemented
within that world. )

Note that although the inhabitafitef the world self-identify as such, that doesnéan
they can’t be aware of other worlds. Ancient Romlamsw there were lands beyond their
borders, but crucially they didn’'t define their owworld in terms of this. A world contains all the
components necessary for its seeming completebetss,doesn’t have to have hermetically-
sealed borders.

Virtual worlds can thus be described in terms of/tllbey are implemented (worlds) or
how they are experienced by the players (placds).two go hand-in-hand, of course, in that the
one leads to the other: change the implementatidryau change the player experience.
Sometimes, the worenvironments used to bridge place and world: formally, itiset of
related implementation parameters which can be asedgenerator (or recogniser) of bounded
player experiences. Virtual world designers usdad¢hm when they mean that a place is subject
to a coherent functionality leading to an assodiatlection of experiences, moods or
atmosphere. This will usually accord with what glesycall “an environment”, for example a
snowy landscape, but it doesn’t have to: a designght refer to a game’s economic system as



its “trading environment”, but players will rardiyok at a virtual world deeply enough to use the
word that way.

This raises an issue for researchers. If playgisadlly don’t know enough about virtual
world design to understand what’s going on in dvey/tspend 25% of their waking day in, what
about the non-players who, for whatever reasod, thiemselves studying virtual worlds?
Certainly they will benefit from much better objedly than players have, but they’ll pay for it
with a lack of understanding of the player expeseerEven if the determined researcher bites the
bullet and actually plays a virtual world exteng/, they'll still not necessarily understand
why things are the way they are. They'd need tmdjtene talking to a designer to get the
necessary insight, and few do.

As mentioned earlier, virtual worlds are studieginally (by people who want to
increase understanding of virtual worlds) and ety (by people who want to increase
understanding of some other field). Internal reseanrs — which includes most designers — find
themselves reading a great many papers aboutMwvareds written by external researchers.
Most of these papers are interesting, relevantusetul, but some of them make scant sense
from the internal perspective; it's as if the em&researchers don't always “get” what virtual
worlds are about. They come, they observe, theghraaconsensus, then they leave. However,
all too often they leave with a misconception whiglkhen propagated throughout their field

For example, a flock of researchers from gendetissudescended on virtual worlds in
the mid-1990s. There were two new variables thétiaf worlds introduced into their equations:
cross-gender pldyand virtual seX. The researchers established a viewpoint thetfitthat they
observed into their existing theorfesand then they moved on. However, they almost all
completely misinterpreted what they were obsertfirand they left with a correspondingly false
impression. More recently, researchers into Law@aodernance have been battling between
those who “get” virtual worlds and those who ddatl there’s anything even to “gét’ If the
latter were to win, we may see laws designed foegd used.g.intellectual property) being
misguidedly applied such that they damage the thengs they were supposed to protect.

The purpose of this paper is to critique the wawlmch external researchers often look
at virtual worlds. I'll do this by examining twoeivs of immersion in virtual worlds — those due
to presenceandflow — which, although they may be perfectly sound fleomexternal
perspective, seem incomplete from an internal petsge.

Presence and flow are generally over-applied toaiworlds. They are unquestionably
factors in making virtual worlds the special platiesy are, but they don't explain what they are
often purported to explain: why people play. Playdon't play for the sense of “being there” and
they don't play for the sense of “being in the flofhey play because these worlds allow them
to become (what they call) immersed. They play beeat’sfun.

So what do theyneanby “fun™?

Possible Answer: Presence

Anyone who has studied presence will be aware, vplteeying a virtual world, that they
are experiencing the concept in action. Indeed,namyplaying expert observing a virtual
world’s population will rapidly conclude that theiselividuals are feeling presence. This is fair
enough: theyre experiencing it. However, it is wrong to suppdsat this is the major factor in
their having furf’.

Presence is, simply put, the perceptual illusiat ghmediated experience is not mediated
(Held & Durlach, 1992; Lombard & Ditton, 1997). Réas of virtual worlds engage in this with



great vigour, projecting their identity into theirtual world characté¥' to the extent that it
seems to them, while playing, as if they were dbtua the virtual world.

As with any fairly young field of study, Presenasshts issues. To begin with, most of
these merely concerned the definition of what “pnee” actually was (ISPR, 2000), but with its
growing maturity it encountered more serious cmgiéss. For example, the earliest paper to
examine the effects of presence in virtual worltswell & Towell, 1997) relied, as with other
early papers, on questionnaires to ascertain tgeedeo which presence was felt among players.
However, it has since been forcefully suggestedt€gl 2003) that questionnaires are not a valid
technigue for assessing presence, its being tgediue an experience for objective questioning
to capture.

This discussion relating to the validity of questiaires itself arose from something of a
schism in Presence research — one which has carsszpifor the study of virtual worlds, as it
concernsmmersion There are basically two views (Slater, 1999):

. System immersiommmersion is a measure of how persuasive an@mvient is. A
virtual environment in which objects cast shadosvsiore immersive than one in
which they don't.

. Immersive responsémmersion is a measure of how persuaded uses of
environment are. A virtual environment in whichiwiduals feel they are present is
more immersive than one in which they don’t.

Which of these definitions of immersion best matcthat employed by players of virtual
worlds?

Well, both — and neither. Players don’t have afrdefinition of what they mean by
immersion, they just know when they are (or, mawpprly,have beehimmersed. As | said
earlier, players do not typically think deeply abatny they enjoy a virtual world, they jushjoy
it"™". A more persuasive environment will help them lmeedmmersed more readily, just as will
their readiness and ability to be persuaded. Nedbénition captures what they mean when
they say they’re immersed, though.

I'll explain all shortly, but for the moment hegewhat players mean when they talk
about immersion: the extent to which the entityhia virtual world which they control ithem
It's all to do with identity.

Better system immersion can give a better immers#gponse; both can be factors in
becoming immersed, but neithsiimmersion. The virtual environments which are most
conducive to becoming immersed are text-basedynaphics-based; graphics are much better to
begin with at persuading a player that they'rehim ¥irtual world, but once a player overcomes
the initial system-immersive barriers of text amgjins to use their imagination, text rapidly
surpasses graphics in immersive power. This isusecplayers can automatically adapt their
imagination to suit. Do objects cast shadows iexéual world? Yes, they do, if they need to:
players will supply them in their imaginations ifch things are important to them, but if not,
well, they won’t even be aware that they’re missiimgother words, system immersion and
immersive response atlee same thingvhen the imagination is doing the rendering.

This combination is still not immersion, thoughgdat’s still not why people play these
worlds. It's perhaps kevel of immersion, but there are levels beyond.

In order to give a sense of what | mean by “levadie, consider daydreams. If you're
sitting on a bus looking out of the window, you ntydream yourself to another place. This is
not in itself presence, as it's not mediated bytetogy, although the two are clearly related. It



would not be controversial to suggest that a pecsnid become “immersed in a daydream”,
though (Smithet al, 1998). Of course, as soon as you finish a daydrgau snap back to reality.

Now suppose you're in a virtual world, and you cama place that reminds you of
some event which happened there. You might stadronisce about the people involved and
some of the good times you had together, until yound wanders into a daydream. When you
snap out of this daydream, does your mind retuthéaeal world or to the virtual world? If
presence were all there was to it, you'd go toréfa world — presence doesn’t nest within
presence. My personal experience, however, id $rap back to the virtual world. This would
not happen if immersion were merely persuasive; thjgplens when immersiongésnvincing—
it's a step change, a different level of immersémtirely"". There’s something more than
presence alone that holds players in this state.

Of course, without presence people simply couldlay virtual worlds. It's a hugely
important factor. However, without a computer tlceuldn’t play, either. A computer is not the
reason that players have fun in virtual worldsha@ligh it is an essential enabler. The same thing
applies to presence.

Possible Answer: Flow

Flow is a mental state into which individuals dip when performing tasks wifbst the
right amount of challenge that extendt the right amount of skill. In this state, peoptelf
energised, focused and immersed (CsikszentmiHe$0); action and awareness become one,
and it is regarded as highly pleasurable by thapermencing it.

It could be suggested that criticising the userepnce to explain immersion (and
therefore fun) in virtual worlds is something ofséeraw man” argument, because few people
have openly said that presence is central to Virealds. What theyavesaid™, however, is
that immersion is central, and, as Presence dgaddan to immersion as a concept, this
relationship is therefore a legitimate target. Thacept of immersiois central to virtual worlds,
but not in the form as commonly understood in tressence community.

Now although presence is rarely put up as a dergtanation for players’ having fun,
this isnot the case with flow. Flow is frequently linked teetreasons why people enjoy
computer games (Salen & Zimmerman, 2003; Batem&od&n, 2006), its relationship to
immersion being a particularly notable feature (E&nMayra 2005; Douglas & Hargadon,
2000). Indeed, there are suggestions that compgataes should make themselves easier or
harder in order to keep players in a flow stater(ieke & Chapman, 200%) If presence can be
proposed as an appropriate model for fun in vinuadlds because of their specific properties
(i.e. the assumption of a virtual body), flow can bgareled as such because of their general
propertiesi(e. these are computer games).

That said, flow does have a special link withuattworlds because, as with presence, it
makes reference to immersion. Flow requires eitgments to be in place before it can be
achieved, and one of these, “concern for self gisags, but sense of self emerges stronger
afterwards” is, in relation to computer games, éasingly read as “immersion” (Sweetser &
Wyeth, 2005¥".

It is very tempting to think that yes, virtual ids have immersion, and immersion is a
prerequisite of flow, and all the other flow elertgefit into place too, so it must be that flow
explains why players have fun in virtual worlds.is'ts reasonable, in that if players in virtual
worlds experience flow then they are indeed hafumg but most of the time they experience it



little more than they do in real life. Virtual wdd’ immersiorenabledlow, but people don't
play virtual worlds primarily so as to experiente i

Indeed, there is some evidence (Cheng & Cairr35hat immersion extendieyond
flow, in that it can maintain across conditiongobr usability. Cheng & Cairns built a computer
game using th&lnreal Tournamenéngine (Epic, 2003) and deliberately inserted intehat in
Presence terms would be immersion-breaking elenseicts as unrealistic graphics and physics.
Players did not change their level of immersioalbas a result of these alterations, however.
Irrespective of whether the Presence definitiomwhersion is valid or not, the changes made to
the game certainly reduced its usability to anmxtehich should have rocked players out of any
flow state they were in. That it did not would seenindicate that they weren't in any flow state
in the first place, although thelyd regard themselves as immersed. Thus, while floy Inea
dependent on immersion, immersion is not depenoiefibw; therefore, flow can not be used as
an explanation as to why immersion is’ftin

The kind of immersion experienced by players tfperson shooters (suchldsreal
Tournamentis a recognised level of immersion in virtual Wst There are much deeper levels,
however, which players are very rarely able ach@mwside a virtual world context. As well as
this immersion they maglso experience flow, but flow isn’t in general whatiders their
fun™". As we shall see shortly, actually immersion isvitat delivers it, either, butis a
manifestation of whadoesdeliver it.

Possible Answer: Flow combined with Presence

Flow arises from immersion in a task; presencefimmersion in an environment.
These are complimentary definitions, in that yon ba immersed in a task while immersed in a
virtual environment. Could it be that when play&i& about being “immersed”, what they are
experiencing could be explained by these two fasfrieimersion working together to form a
whole greater than its parts? Towell and Towell tadsuch a possible relationship in their
early paper on MOOs, particularly with regard to@i@ types of player, so it is a question worth
asking.

Sadly, however, the answer is in the negativewFnd presence may come together for
some few computer games in which the environnsethte task (as, perhaps, willetris), but
they must remain apart if environment and tasksaparate. In virtual worlds, tasks are
undertaken within the context of the environmerthm same way they are in the real world;
they aren’t themselves the environment. Thereiflgw/presence hybrid model doesn’t
capture what immersion in a virtual world entails.

Answer: the Hero’s Journey

What is going on in the heads of people when ghay virtual worlds?

If they knew this, virtual world designers would &ble to design better virtual worlds.
As it happens, to some degree they do know it |8amplayer types being the generally accepted
model. In its original 1996 formulation, this mogbelsits that players fall into four categories
(achiever, explorer, socialiser and killer) depagddn where they are positioned along two axes
(player/world and acting/interacting). Achievers; €xample, like acting on the world, whereas
socialisers prefer interacting with the world.

This model has some problems, however, in thdaeésn’t explain:

. Why the killer type seems to be made up of two wbsyinct sub-groups: those who
act on other players for “bad” reasons (terrgaedfery and those who do it for



“good” reasons (termegboliticians). The former might attack you and steal your stuff
the latter might organise a guild and get peopleddk together for their common
benefit.

. Why do players seem to change type over time?

. Where does immersion fit in?

In response to this, Bartle modified his mode2@®3 by adding an extra dimension,
implicit/explicit. Here,implicit means to act without forethought, either becalbeglayer
doesn’t know enough about the virtual world omisyers to get a grip on it, or because the
player has internalised it to an extent that thay'ttheedto think before acting. This
immediately solved the griefer/politician issuegainalso led to solutions in the other two
problem areas; as an 8-type model, it allowed hdrifjdelity of understanding of player types.

For example, whereas previously all players whaspest of their time hanging out
with each other and talking were lumped togethesoasalisers, now they could be divided into
friends(people who had been through thick and thin inhisat of virtual battle and knew each
other inside out, implicitly) andetworkergpeople who were making acquaintances for a
purposee.g.to gain access to their knowledge, explicitly).

This brought additional benefits. It was always\wkndhat players changed types over
time, but in the light of the new model it was pbksto chart their actual paths. The classic,
main sequences to start as griefer (implicit socialiser) who tries to do find the lit® of what is
socially possible in the virtual world by attemgtito do whatever they can to their fellow
players. Having ascertained what is normativelgvedld and what isn’t, the player becomes a
scientist(explicit explorer), performing experiments andrleng from the results. They string
together the primitive actions they have discova@éar and form meaningful sequences that
enable them to perform complicated tasks. Armed eitough of these, they advance to become
aplanner(explicit achiever). This takes up the bulk ofitiiene, and is where they actually play
the game. Eventually, they proceed to bectmeads(implicit socialisers), a state born from the
camaraderie of people who have come to trust oathanover time while under pressure.

In addition to the main sequence, three other sespsewere identified: theocialiser
sequencékiller to networker to politician to friend); thechiever sequeng@pportunist to
scientist to planner to hacker); thenor sequencéopportunist to networker to planner to
friend).

All these paths have an interesting characteriptayers begin as an implicit type
(griefer or opportunist — finding what is sociatly physically allowed) then progress to an
explicit type (networker or scientist — acquiringokvledge), then continue to another explicit
type (politician or planner — applying their knodtge to succeed in their formal goal), until
finally returning to an implicit type (friend or bleer — retiring with nothing left to prove).

This is all very interesting, and would be usefutiesigners even as it stands. It still
doesn’t explairwhy players change type along these particular pttbagh.

The answer is that they are undertakirgeeo’s journey(Campbell, 1949).

In an examination of myths from across the worttdeph Campbell famously identified
a single thread running through them ailnanomythe called the “hero’s journey”. Whether
the story concerned Galahad, Buddha, Jason ortigeH¥ince, they all followed the same basic
line. The hero left the real world for a strangether” world of danger and adventure, where
they overcame obstacles, achieved their goal, @ndned, transformed, to the mundane world.
Campbell broke the journey down into three phasadep of a total of 17 steps, which are
always followed in a very predictable order witHyominor variations.



This hero’s journey maps one to one onto the egped of players of virtual worlds.

Players leave the real world to visit the “otheidnd of the virtual. There, they follow
the steps that Campbell says they should, in terdre says they should, then they leave for the
real world again. ,

There isn’t the space to go into complete detaétg, but the following sequence of
steps is the most important section insofar asainvorlds are concerned :

. The Belly of the Whalis the step where the would-be hero is swallowéal the
unknown, but emerges reborn into the exciting, éotlworld. The symbolism is that
of the womb (structures such as caves can also heys); by emerging from its
shelter, the hero is undertaking a life-renewintg kacvirtual world terms, this
corresponds to the character-creation system, iohaglayers fashion a new “self”
with which to engage the wonders and dangers ithaidt a mouse-click away.

. The Road of Trialpresents the hero with a series of obstaclesvéncoming,
evading or avoiding them, the hero learns thegutént of hi&" limitations in the
world in which he has arrived. This correspondg®opportunist/griefer stage in
virtual worlds, where the player pushes at physacal social boundaries so as to
discover the parameters that govern what mightine d

. The Meeting with the Goddegses “goddess” as a metaphor for the totality of
knowledge. In myth, the hero must consider howtimentary understanding and
moderate success stacks up against the full glomhat must be known if he is to
succeed. Some heroes shrink from the seeming rsgoelss of their task, but others
are able to come to terms with it and continuest#haed, yet with renewed purpose.
In virtual worlds, this is the networker/scienss¢p, in which the player seeks to
acquire the knowledge and skills needed to playinyso doing risks finding the
prospective task too daunting.

. Woman as the Temptreissa motif suggesting temptation. The hero knowatw
must be done, and that he is capable of doingiitsées that it will take much time,
effort and commitment. How much easier his old Wias! Indeed, why not return to
the warm embrace of the mundane? Which matters, in@steal or the remote? For
players of virtual worlds, this is a point of comiment: the transition from
networker/scientist to politician/planner. The maknows what is required, how
long it will take, and what awaits at the end.his talone sufficient? Or will the
player realise that it's th®llowing of the path that makes the hero, not the mere
recognition of it?

. Atonement with the Fathés the most important part of the hero’s journayyhich
the hero finally becomes are that he’s the herallways was but didn’t previously
acknowledge. In myth, this is achieved by his difgahe undefeatable (often
represented as a father figure) by trusting thefather will accept, rather than
destroy, him. The hero has, by reaching this stsiyed his original, flawed
personality and reconstructed a new, improved a#lfie has to do is accept that he
is that new self, and all will be well. To do thig has to yield, trusting that the old
self (as represented by the father) will agred#ounion of identity. In virtual
worlds, this corresponds to the politician/plansiep, and is where the player spends
the bulk of their time. The “father” they face feetgame designer, the game’s
achievement metrft" being the mechanism by which players are judgethfer
worth. To gain acceptance, the player must “wins tigame” part of their journey.



Once the virtual world acknowledges their succtss; can cease to play the game
and start simply tbe

. Apotheosisorresponds to the friend/hacker stage in vinw@lds. The hero no

longer has anything to prove, and is at peacevirheal world’s challenges are no
longer important. This is a state of rest.

The hero’s journey is one of self-discovery. By eridking a hero’s journey, an individual
constructs a new, truer self better able to fdee li

In the past, few people were able to undertakacamal hero’s journey. It took time,
money and support unavailable to most of the pajpmaThey therefore had to undertake it by
proxy, through listening to myths, reading storigsutting themselves in the place of the “hero”
and hoping to gain some slight insight into theuncsituation through doing so.

With virtual worlds, however, ordinary peogianundertake a hero’s journey. Thegn
visit an “other” world of danger and adventure ytiean explore their personality, thean
discover their true self, thesancelebrate their identity. They can find out wheytheally are by
being someoneirtual.

What do players find fun in virtual worlds? Thegdifun whatever will, at that moment,
progress them along their hero’s journ€lgat’'swhy they play night after night, week after
week, month after month, year after yéidrat's why virtual worlds are more compelling than
any other form of adult play yet devis@that'swhy flow and presence are but soap bubbles
alongside the sky of immersion in which players fly

At Last, Immersion

So what is immersion?

Immersion is the quality dfeingyour virtual self. As a player advances alongrtpaih
to self-understanding, what starts asagatar (a mere image on the screen which is the player’s
representative) gradually becomesharacter(a distinct but internally-consistent self whigh i
the player’s representation) until eventually itbes gersona(the player, in the virtual
world). If, as a researcher, you only progress ghda reach the avatar stage of immersion,
clearly you are not necessarily going to realise there are depths beyond that, therefore won't
take these into account in your studies. Likewifs@as a player, you still refer to your in-game
character as “he” or “she”, even after three yeaday, you may find it difficult to accept that
there is further to go. If, on the other hand, thgbuin the virtual world, the same you who's
sitting at the computer looking at the screen, tidah inseparable, OKhenyou know what
immersionis.

When players begin to play a virtual world, thegate a character and role-play it. The
character may be similar or dissimilar; it for thest part won't be identical, however. Through
play, the player experiments with their virtual gEmality. Some things work, and these the
player takes on board; some things don’t, and ttreselayer eventually drops. The character
gradually changes, bab does the playeEventually, the two align and become one. At this
point, the player ismmersedn the virtual world — as fully as in the real one

A player’s degree of immersion is the correlati@tween their real and projected self.

Conclusion

| hope to have shown here that virtual worldsragjust another kind of computer game.
They are played by different people, for a veryeddnt reason — they present a route map for
individuals to develop an understanding of thelf. se



In this context, immersion is a measure of hovsela player is tbeingthe character
they control in the virtual world. Presence’s vielimmersion can help develop this by
removing barriers to belief, but once the playeier the threshold only a minimal amount of
persuasiveness is hecessary for immersion to betanaed. Flow’s version of immersion is
important to flow, but not to virtual worlds: plageno more experience flow from being
immersed in a virtual world than they do from beimgnersed in Rome. The symptoms of flow
and virtual world immersion are superficially siaril- “concern for self disappears, but sense of
self emerges stronger afterwards” — but the meshanare different. Flow affirms self; virtual
world immersion both affirms and reinvents it.

To play a virtual world is to hold up a mirror teetsoul, and to change both reality and
reflection until they become one.

10



References

Bartle, R. A. (1996). “Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, & Players who Suit MUDSs”,
Journal of MUD Research v1(1). http://www.brandeisy/pubs/jove/HTML/v1/bartle.html.

Bartle, R. A. (2001). “Avatar, Character, Persoriuiddled Times 11.
http://mud.co.uk/richard/acp.htm

Bartle, R. A. (2003). Designing Virtual Worlds, iadapolis: New Riders.

Bartle, R. A. (2005). “Virtual Worlds: Why Peopléaly”. In Alexander, T. (2005):
Massively Multiplayer Game Development 2, HingharA:NCharles River Media, pp3-18.

Bateman, C. (2005Riddles of Difficulty Only a Game. [Web site]
http://onlyagame.typepad.com/only_a_game/2005Mdleés_of diff.html

Bateman, C. & Boon, R. (2006). 2Century Game Design. Hingham MA: Charles
River Media, pp80-81.

Blizzard Entertainment (2005)Vorld of Warcraft® Surpasses Five Million Customers
Worldwide Irvine CA. [Press release] http://www.blizzardrdpress/051219.shtml

Bruckman, A. S. (1993). “Gender Swapping on therimét”. Proc. International
Networking Conference 1993. http://www.cc.gatect/elt/papers/bruckman/gender-swapping-
bruckman.pdf

Campbell, J. (1949). The Hero with a Thousand Fdeesceton MA: Bollington Series
17, Princeton University Press.

Castronova, E. (2004Y.irtual World Economy: It's Namibia, Basicallyerra Nova.
[Web site] http://terranova.blogs.com/terra_nov8#08/virtual_world_e.html. See also:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/3570224.stm

Charles, Det al (2005). “Player-Centred Game Design: Player Madgland Adaptive
Digital Games”. DiGRA: Proc. Second Internationain@erence, Vancouver.
http://info200.infc.ulst.ac.uk/~darryl/Papers/Dig&digra05.pdf

Cheng, K. & Cairns, P. A. (2005). “Behaviour, Realiand Immersion in Games”.
ACM: Proc. CHI 2005, Portland OR. http://www.uclicl.ac.uk/paul/research/Cheng.pdf

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The PsycholodyOptimal Experience. New York:
Harper & Row.

Dibbell, J. (1993). “A Rape in Cyberspace: How a4l Elown, a Haitian Trickster
Spirit, Two Wizards, and a Cast of Dozens Turn&htabase into a Society”. The Village Voice
38(51). http://www.juliandibbell.com/texts/bunglev.ktml

Doring, N. (2000). “Feminist Views of Cyberspacactimization, Liberation and
Empowerment”. Cyberpsychology and Behaviour 3(p868-884. http://www.nicola-
doering.de/publications/cybersex-doering-2000.pdf

Douglas, Y. & Hargadon, A. (2000). “The Pleasurmé&ple: Immersion, Engagement,
Flow”. ACM: Proc. Hypertext 2000 Conferen&an Antonio TX.
http://web.nwe.ufl.edu/~jdouglas/immersion.pdf

Epic Games (2003Wnreal TournamentRaleigh NC. [Software]
http://www.unrealtournament.com/

Ermi, L. & Mayra, F. (2005). “Fundamental Comporseat the Gameplay Experience:
Analysing Immersion”. DIGRA: Proc. Second Interoatl Conference, Vancouver.
http://lwww.uta.fi/~tliima/gameplay_experience.pdf

Held, R. M. & Durlach, N. I. (1992). “Telepresenc@tesence: Teleoperators & Virtual
Environments, 1, pp109-112.



Hunicke, R. & Chapman, V. (2004). “Al for Dynamidfficulty Adjustment in Games”.
AAAI-04 Workshop on Challenges in Game Al.
http://www.cs.northwestern.edu/~hunicke/pubs/Haiptit

ISPR.Seelnternational Society for Presence Research.

International Society for Presence Research (208@)Explication of Presence”. [Web
site] http://www.temple.edu/ispr/frame_explicat.htm

Juul, J. (2005). “Goals and Life Itself”, DigitalaGes Research Association: Hard Core
(20). http://www.digra.org/hardcore/hc10

Kellog, J. A. (1883). Digest of the Philosophy daértty James, New York: J. W. Lovell
Company.

Koster, R. (2005). A Theory of Fun for Game Desigoottsdale AZ: Paraglyph.

Lombard, M. & Ditton, T. (1997). “At the Heart dfAll: The Concept of Presence”.
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 3(2).
http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol3/issue2/lombard.html

McMahon, A. (2003). “Immersion, Engagement and @mes: A Method for Analysing
3-D Video Games”. In Wolf, M. J. P & Perron, B. (): The Video Game Theory Reader,
London: Routledge, pp67-86.

Murdock, M. (1990). The Heroine’s Journey. BostoA:Nbhambhala.

Pajitnov, A. (1985)Tetris. Moscow: Academy of Sciences. [Software]

Reid, E. (1996). “Informed Consent in the Studywofine Communities: A Reflection
on the Effects of Computer-Mediated Social Reséaiidte Information Society 12(2).
http://venus.soci.niu.edu/~jthomas/ethics/tis/pby

Salen, K. & Zimmerman, E. (2003). Rules of Playnt@aDesign Fundamentals.
Cambridge MA: MIT Press, pp336-339;350-353.

Slater, M. (1999). “Measuring Presence: A Respdosiee Witmer and Singer Presence
Questionnaire”, Presence 8(5), pp560-565. http:¥ives.ucl.ac.uk/staff/m.slater/Papers/pq.pdf

Slater, M. (2003). “How Colourful was Your Day? W@estionnaires Cannot Assess
Presence in Virtual Environments”, Presence: Tedeatprs and Virtual Environments.

Smith, S., Marsh, T., Duke, D. & Wright, P. (199&)rowning in Immersion”. Proc. UK
VRSIG-98, Exeter UK.
http://lwww.cs.york.ac.uk/hci/inquisitive/papers/ugg98/imm98/imm98.html

Sweetser, P. & Wyeth, P. (2005). “GameFlow: A MddelEvaluating Player
Enjoyment in Games”. ACM Computers in Entertainm&(3), article 3A.
http://lwww.itee.uq.edu.au/~penny/_papers/Sweetserpdf

Towell, J. & Towell, E. (1997). “Presence in Texad®d Networked Virtual
Environments or MUDs”. Presence 6(5), pp590-595.
http://www.fragment.nl/mirror/various/Towell_et_H97.Presence_in_MUDs.htm

Trubshaw, R. & Bartle, R. A. (1978Ylulti-User DungeonEssex University:
Department of Computer Science. [Software]

Turkle, S. (1995). Life on the Screen. New Yorkn8n & Schuster.

Woodcock, B. S. (2002-An Analysis of MMOG Subscription GrowfliVeb site]
http://www.mmogchart.com/

Yee, N. (2005, in press). “The Demographics, Mdtores and Derived Experiences of
Users of Massively-Multiplayer Online Graphical Enomments”, Presence: Teleoperators and
Virtual Environments.



http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/archives/pdf/Yee GIRPG_Presence_Paper.pdf. See also:
http://www.nickyee.com/daedalus/gateway_intro.html

' MUD: “Multi-User Dungeon”; MOO: “MUD, Object-Orieted”; MUG: “Multi-User Game”. MU* uses the
syntactic convention common in Computer Scienoesafg * as a wildcard: “Multi-User <whatever>".

" MMORPG: “Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playirgame”; MMOG: “Massively Multiplayer Online Game”.
Both of these terms are occasionally reduced tetdwm, MMO.

" Blizzard’s 1.5m subscribers in China are the neaiception: they don't pay anywhere near this amount

¥ The most significant of these are IGE (http://wiga.com) in the west and ItemBay (http://www.itemlzam/)

in the far east.

Y There are rumours in the industry thidorld of Warcraftmay have up to 40% female players in the westtHait
its developers (Blizzard) are reluctant to annowweublicly for fear that such news may depress sign-ups by
male and female players alike.

' Orthogonal, in the sense that it is independeth@bther four categories. Someone strongly md/éo achieve
will not be strongly motivated to socialise, howesemeone strongly motivated to become immerselti@so be
equally strongly motivated in any of the other gatges.

" Until artificial Intelligence greatly improves, fais this means the players.

Y This assumes they have clearance from an ethiomitee with regard to the interactions with otplyers
which will inevitably result (Reid, 1996).

" There is a debate current among Game Study theenscerning the difference between research taidar by
personally playing games (danger: can't see theliaathe trees) versus that undertaken by obsgmwéople
playing games (danger: can't see the trees fantiogl). This paragraph from Jesper Juul (Juul, 2808)s it up
nicely:

One of the recurrent events the past few years has been the researcher who
questions “formalist” theories of games in favor of “in-context” or “situated”
methods. This is a special position, where the spea ker argues that other
researchers are forcing rigid theories upon a compl ex world, while the speaker
asserts that he or she is studying actual game play ing. If the mock picture of
early game studies was the researcher who had only watched his/her children
playing games but never played him or herself, the standard criticism today is
against those who play themselves rather than study others play.

Note that in this paper | straddle both campsiaising most of those who don't play for not haviadull
appreciation of the details, yet also criticisingshof those who do play for not having a full aapation of the
abstract. This is because, as a designer, | havederstand both the details and the abstraanitd’ create a
coherent whole.

* The paper which first brought this practice to dttention of Gender Studies theorists (Bruckm&83) was,
sadly, recognised more for its observations thait$canalysis. This is perhaps because Bruckmak an identity-
related approach, which did not sit well with thermpoliticised slant in vogue in Gender Studiethattime.

X' Or, to begin with, virtual rape (Dibbell, 1993) was Sherry Turkle’s later discussion of consehginial sex
(Turkle, 1995) that probably did most to bring thiject back on track.

! Essentially, an empowerment model (D6ring, 2000).

X' Many, for example, failed to realise that the amgunts used to explain virtual sex in Internet Rélast did not
all apply to textual virtual worlds. For furtheramples, and a fuller discussion of Gender Studidsvatual
worlds, see (Bartle, 2003) pp527-556.

*¥ The State of Playseries of conferences at New York Law School isn@imuch of the early debate has taken
place. http://www.nyls.edu/pages/2561.asp

* This is not to say that it can't be a factor igular computer games, for which an analysis ofgares can be a
useful tool in understanding the nature of thepesd (McMahon, 2003). However, virtual worlds act regular
computer games...

*!' Sometimes, these are referred taaatars However, strictly speaking an avatar is only apdpical
representation of eharacter which is at a much deeper level of immersion (Ba2001). The term seems to have
leaked from virtual worlds into wider fields to nmeany virtual body, but this is not how it was damigjly used.
Thus, one problem facing the internal virtual waddearcher when reading papers written exterriletdield is in
ascertaining whether the term “avatar” refers Wiral body or a representation of a virtual bgdgd whether or
not the author is aware that a “virtual body” ig ttee same as a “character”).



*! This is a smart move on players’ part, in thatrtiare you know about the mechanics of a virtualldydhe less
able you are to appreciate it as a player (althaghghmore able you are to appreciate it as a degign

™' sadly, as you may have noticed, not one whicheeaily be explained (by me at least) to those whe mot
experienced it.

** For example in Yee’s survey.

* There are also suggestions that this wouldn’t wboecause although computer games can modify ¢haitfenge
level to keep people in a flow state, it can't telien an individual is in a flow state. Some pedifie their
challenges to be more difficult than others, aral glame gets easier when they continually fail tiey find ittoo
easy (Bateman, 2005; Charkgsal, 2005). There is also the problem that people geilhe the Al, for example by
pretending to be a poor driver in a motor-racinmgao the Al slows the competing cars down to wicthen
overtaking them at breathtaking speed on the fiead before the Al can adjust.

* Sweetser and Wyeth ugameflowrather tharflow, as they are talking about their game-specifiivdtive of
general flow theory.

* The reverse argument — that immersion can be tasexplain why flow is fun — is stronger only ireteense that
immersion is one of several preconditions necessarfjow.

! Indeed, in higour de forceanalysis of fun from a game designer’s perspecRaph Koster explicitly sayfsin
isn't flow (Koster, 2005).

*¥ Those who nevertheless wish to see the detaildlobeck out (Bartle 2003), or, for a shorter barencoherent
argument, (Bartle 2005).

*¥ | use the word “his” because the hero’s journeyeiscribed in masculine terms (as the names of séihe
steps make abundantly clear). Indeed, there is siminate as to whether women can or need follova¢he’s
journey, or whether they follow a separate (buatel) heroine’s journey (Murdock, 1990). Personaltjon’t
entirely buy this argument, but there you go.

" Very basically, this can be summarised as: kilffdb get experience points to go up experieneeleto kil
bigger stuff.



