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introduction

• This conference is about ffxiv
• I have actually played ffxiv

– For a total of 2,737.8 hours so far

• However, the last time I played was 
2022, so I’m not up to spEed on it

• Therefore, I’m going to be talking about 
player types
– maybe with some references to ffxiv

• Apparently, player types are useful for 
video game ethnography



Virtual world theory

• Virtual worlds such as ffxiv are 
unusual in that they have a theory

• It’s been suCceSsfuLly and often
applied to commercial mmos
– Starting with UO, it’s Now considered 
standard

• This theory is player types

• Unfortunately for you, it’s my theory
– But it’s taught at many universities, so I 
don’t feel toO bad about inflicting it on you



origins

• So, The theory I’m about to expound 
began with the question: “what do people 
want out of a mud?”
– Yes, back in the ol’ textual world days…

• If you ask, players will usually give the 
same answer: “to have FUN!”
– Not exactly informative…

• MUD2, November 1989-May 1990
– A big discussion among wizzes (admins) To 
ascertain what players do “to have fun”

– Nb: Wizzes and mortals have diFferent fun 



Player types

• When I suMmarised the discussion, I 
found that there seemed to be four main 
activities that mortals found FUN:
– Achievement within the game context
– Exploration of the game
– Socialising with others
– Imposition upon others

• Yes, you know what the next line says…
• Let’s look at these individuaLlY



Type #1

• Most players regard virtual worlds as being 
basically games



achievers

• Players who treat the virtual world as if 
it were a game are called achievers

• They Give themselves game-oriented goals
and set out to achieve them

• Examples:
– finding treasure
– Killing mobiles
– Getting points and going up levels
– Making money (gil)

• Achievers Do not like seeing their 
achievements undermined!



Type #2

• Some people just like the thriLl of exploring 
somewhere or something new



explorers

• Explorers try to discover as much as 
they can about the virtual world

• They Usually Begin with the topology
– The breadth of the virtual world

• They Then Move on to the physics
– The depth of the virtual world

• Don’t care about their character

• They Know more about the virtual world 
than any other player type



Type #3

• Through their characters, many Players 
enjoy interacting with each other



socialisers

• Socialisers use the game as a context 
to engage with other players
– The virtual world’s goings-on give them 
something to talk about

• Communication is ultra-important
– Quite often role-playing fits in here 
because of this, but not always

• Socialisers are An obvious expression of 
comMunity



Type #4

• A few players enjoy acting on other (usually 
unwilling) players…



killers

• Two sorts
– Those who impose through kindnesS

– Those who impose through unkindneSs

• 1st are Busybody, mother hen figures
– Politicians
– They Often have a superiority complex

• 2nd are Vile dregs of humanity
– Griefers
– They Often have an inferiority complex



Interest graph

• We can plot these behaviours on a graph:



Interest graph

• The theory says that This distribution of 
FUN applies across aLl virtual worlds

• everquest sw:TOR

• Second life there



furthermore

• Furthermore, this seems to be true

• Shadowbane rift

• A tale in puzzle pirates
The desert



formally

• Or, without the intrusive mini-screenshots:



gopets

• This is a cute panda out of gopets



Player interactions

• Players of different types afFect one 
another

• For example, increasing the number of 
kiLlers will:
– Greatly decrease the number of socialisers
– Have very liTtle effect on the number of 
explorers

– Lower the number of achievers
• Which will in turn reduce the number of killers 
until an equilibrium is reached



Graph form

• Green = increase, red = decrease
• Line = from, head = to, thickness = effect



Four types of vw

• If we run these dynamics, we find there 
are four stable types of virtual world:

• 1) game: killers/achievers in equilibrium
– E.g. FFXIV, gw2, new world, lost ark

• 2) social: socialisers heavily dominant
– E.g. habbo, Second life

• 3) balanced: all types in equilibrium
– E.g. ultima online, eve online, mud1

• 4) defunct: Empty game…



anecdote

• A virtual world needs a mix of player types
• Gopets was a virtual world that carpet-

bombed the social part of the quadrant
• They did ok, but then they added some simple

content for achievers
• They doubled their revenue within 7 days

– their achievers were 44x more profitable than their 
socialisers

– Their Explorers were 64X more profitable!

• You need to attract aLl types of player
– Corollary: put one type oFf and you’ll pay for it



So far

• This is a theory with apPlications
• Pretty well ALl modern commercial mmos are 

designed with reference to it

• However, it has three main faults
1. It doesn’t explain how individual players come 

to change type over time
2. It’s silent about why some of these types 

have two sub-types of player in them
3. It still doesn’t tell us Why people play 

virtual worlds



fixing

• The theory as I’ve explained it so far is 
how it was in 1996 when I published it

• I addressed the three isSues that people 
raised about it in my 2003 book

• I did this by adding a new dimension
• This concerns whether what people did was 
considered explicitly or implicitly
– Were actions Externalised or internalised?

• This implicit/explicit distinction came out of 
my 1980s phd work in ai



Implicit/explicit

• Implicit actions are ones you can do 
without thinking about them
– Throwing a dart, writing a note to yourself, 
brushing your teeth, driving a car, waving

• Explicit actions are ones you have to 
plan before/while doing them
– Catching a bus, Writing a program, buying 
new clothes, making a game, free running

• Note: with enough practice, most 
explicit actions can become implicit



We go from this



To this



The squares become cubes



Labelling the cubes…



achievers

• Opportunists – implicit achievers
– See a chance and take it
– Look around for things to do
– If there’s an obstacle, do something else

– Flit about from idea to idea

• attainers (planners) – explicit achievers
– Set a goal and aim to achieve it
– Perform actions as part of a larger scheme
– If there’s an obstacle, work round it
– Pursue the same idea doggedly



explorers

• Scientists – explicit explorers
– Experiment to form a theory
– Use theories predictively to test them
– Methodical acquisition of knowledge
– Seek to explain phenomena

• sages (Hackers, gurus) – implicit explorers
– Experiment to reveal meaning
– Intuitive understanding, no need to test
– go where fancy takes them
– Seek to discover new phenomena



socialisers

• Networkers – explicit socialisers
– Find people with whom to interact
– Get to know their fellow players
– Learn who and what these people know
– Find out who’s worth hanging out with

• Friends – implicit socialisers
– Interact with people they already know well
– Deep/intimate understanding of them
– Enjoy their company
– Accept their little foibles…



killers

• Griefers – implicit killers
– Attack attack attack!
– very in-your-face
– Unable to explain why they act as they do
– Vague Aim is to get a big, bad reputation

• Politicians – explicit killers
– Act with forethought and foresight
– Manipulate people subtly
– Explain selves in terms of use to the VW
– Aim is to get a big, gOod reputation



So what?

• We now have an 8-types model
• although this can explain the two sub-
types of killer, it still has the other
two faults outstanding

• It says nothing about changes in player 
type over time

• It still doesn’t tell us why people play 
virtual worlds

• Ok, so let’s loOk at those, starting with 
changes over time



drift

• It’s Long been known that over time, 
what a player finds fun changes
– Since before concept of player types existed!

• In mud1:
– newbies started by killing one another
– Then abandoned that and went exploring

– Moved on to racking up points and rising 
levels - achieving

– Finished as gnarled old-timers socialising

• main sequence for player development



On the 2d graph



problems

• Some players don’t follow this sequence
– Some oscillate achiever->explorer

– Some oscillate killer->socialiser

– Some are all over the place

• does the new, 3d graph help any?
• Yes, it does

– (I don’t think this attempt to build up 
dramatic tension is working…)



Main sequence

• Griefer->scientist->attainer>friend



Main socialiser sequence

• Griefer->networker->politician->friend



Main explorer sequence

• Opportunist->scientist->attainer>sage



Minor sequence

• Opportunist->networker->attainer>friend



Development tracks

• All these start off implicit, then go 
explicit, then return to implicit

• People do occasionally switch between 
sequences, but mainly don’t

• We can combine the sequences to give 
development tracks
– In order of increasing imMersion

networker

opportunist

griefer politician friend

scientist attainer sage



Common errors 1

• Not Looking Beyond the Graph. “the 
Killer player type means we need PvP”
– PvP is competitive, so primarily for Achievers

• Giving One Type the Reward Desired by 
Another Type. “award xp for chatting!”
– Socialisers don’t want xp, they want to 
socialise; achievers would socialise for xp

• Unknowingly Pushing the Theory Beyond 
Its Limits
– It doesn’t apply as-is to games in general



Common errors 2

• Knowingly Pushing the Theory Beyond 
Its Limits but ForgetTing You’ve Done So
– “these players act like explorers, so let’s 
treat them as if they were explorers”

– remember that it’s only an analogy

• Adapting It for a Specialist Use But 
Not Fully Understanding the Adaptation
– WildStar and the whole field of Gamification 
did this

• Not Looking Beyond Four Types



The story so far

• So, what we have now is a model of how 
players progreSs through types

• What does this telL us, though
• In itself, it’s ok but a bit so what?

• WELL, it’s the key to understanding why 
people play virtual worlds ... 
– We know People play them for “FUN”
– But they find difFerent things fun

• We still don’t know why it’s fun
• To answer, we’ll need to pivot



Except…

• Except I don’t actually have time to do 
this today
– I’d need at least an hour more

• I’ll therefore just give you a taste of it
• Joseph campbell, 1949: “The hero with a 
thousand faces”

• Campbell noticed that Myths from acroSs 
the world follow the same basic 
formula, Rooted in the human psyche
– The monomyth, or hero’s journey



acceptance

• Most creative writing courses study 
the monomyth (but it’s over-used in film)
– It works and delivers strong narratives

• Scholars of myth and folklore are 
ambivalent or dismiSsive about it
– It’s too acontextual for their purposes

• Psychologists question its 
theoretical underpinNings
– Psychology has moved on since 1949...

• Anthropologists back it up
– They spotted it independently



journeying

• the hero’s journey isn't just an age-old 
format that leads to exciting stories

• Underneath, it's something rather more 
profound: a path to identity

• By undertaking your Hero's Journey, you 
can become your true self — the hero
– the you you really are, rather than the 
you people want you to be

• Central point: Playing a virtual world is a 
way that an ordinary person can 
undertake their hero’s journey



Deep magic

• If you succeed, you understand who you 
are and your place in the world

• Campbell’s book is borderline impenetrable 
– As such, his work is usually bowdlerised 

• Warning: if you goOgle the hero’s 
journey or ask your friendly AI, you’ll 
mostly find watered-down versions
– Vogler’s 12 steps, cousineau’s 8 steps, adams 
leeming’s 8 steps, simplified vogler’s 5 steps, ...

• The full version has 17 steps



outline

• The basic outline of the H's J is this:
– something is wrong with the world
– the would-be hero needs a thing to fix it
– the would-be hero goes to a world of 
danger and excitement to get this thing

– the would-be hero returns to the mundane 
world with the thing

– the would-be hero fixes the problem with 
the thing he specifically went to the 
other world to get to fix the problem

– At this point, the would-be hero finally 
becomes an actual, bona fide hero



Application in VWs

• game designers have known about the 
hero’s journey for decades

• Games have been designed with hero’s-
journey-formula quests, But those are 
for characters

• the player needs to be the hero
• You don’t become a hero watching star 
wars – luke skywalker does

• The player is living their own story, not 
identifying with some other protagonist



phases

• So, the 17 steps of the Hero's Journey are 
grouped into 3 phases

• departure – set in the Mundane 
World in which you live your normal life

• Initiation – set in the Other 
World where you go for your 
adventure

• Return – the, er, return to the 
Mundane World from the Other World

• If you folLow these steps to the end 
you're a hero – but You can't fail any



The “other world”

• The hero’s journey involves
– leaving the world of the mundane

– becoming reborn in an “other world” of 
danger and the unknown

– returning to the world of the mundane armed 
with new knowledge and experience and A 
renewed sense of self

• Reality is the “mundane world”
• The virtual world is the “other 
world”



Quick reminder

• This diagram is from earlier, showing the 
development tracks that players 
follow

• They map exactly onto the middle, 
initiation phase of the hero’s journey
– The one spent in the other world

– (That is, the virtual world)

networker

opportunist

griefer politician friend

scientist attainer sage



The answer at last

• I can’t detail this right now because of 
time constraints, but I shalL explain 
Why people play virtual worlds

• it’s a quest for identity

• By being someone virtual, They find out 
who they are in reality

• Whatever they’re doing to pursue that 
aim they regard as FUN
– Also very compelLing [not addictive]

• That’s why they play virtual worlds



summary

• Player types show that people play 
virtual worlds (such as ffxiv) for 
difFerent reasons

• They change those reasons as they play

• All long-term players are socialisers/ 
friends or explorers/sages

• They play, because by playing they get to 
be who they are

• ImMersion is a measure of how 
close you are to knowing who you are



And finally
• here are some links:

– http://matthewbarr.co.uk/bartle/ 
• 1,350,000 people know my name

– https://mudhalla.net/test/bartle3d.php
• 8-types rather than 4-types

– http://www.mud.co.uk/richard/hcds.htm
• The original player types paper

– https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yxpW2ltDNow 

• EXTRA CREDITS, Watched 670,000 times or thereabouts…

– https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i1SnVddY4k0 
• Tim cain (Fallout, Wildstar) on player types

– https://mud.co.uk/richard/DesigningVirtualWorlds.pdf
• My 2003 book designing virtual worlds in .pdf format (free!)
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