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introduction

• In an interview Earlier this year, I was 
asked “are you planning on playing games 
like age of conan and warhammer when 
they come out?”

• My reply began: “I’ve already played 
warhammer. It was called world of 
warcraft”

• The other 3,726 words in the interview 
did not attract the same degree of 
publicity…



evolution

• Actually, I made the remark to defend
WAR, not to atTack it
– Warcraft’s IP is derivative of Warhammer’s
– Mark jacobs is one of the very few designers 
who doesn’t come from a dikumud
tradition

• This is all incidental, though
• The point is, almost all the post-wow
mmos are basically wow with 
evolutionary changes

• Where are the revolutionary changes?!



Adventure ‘89

• Adventure ‘89 was a gathering in the 
uk of independent mud/mug/mua/ 
mu*/mmorpg/mmog/            
mmo/pw/peg/virtual                 
world developers

• Yes, it took place                        
in 1989…



ideas

• The event was a showplace for ideas

• Perhaps 20 virtual worlds were shown, 
all of them DiFferEnt



range

• When I say the virtual worlds were all 
different, I mean it:
– Federation ii – space opera
– The zone – adult (score to score)
– Dark city – cyberpunk
– Strat – holiday on the moon
– Trash – “fire-breathing cabBages and inflatable 

hover-cars”
– void – magical adult
– prodigy – ancient britain
– Empyrion – underwater city
– Spacers – generation spaceship



fantasy

• Even the fantasy worlds weren’t all 
the same
– Gods – end game players can create objects 
using points given by worshippers

– Mirrorworld – rolling resets
– Avalon – grid-based in places
– Bloodstone – object decomposition (humans 
made of 260 parts)

– Amp – objects with shape
– Strata – internal currency
– Warlord – highly combat-intensive



comparison

• These game worlds were as different as 
WoW and eve online
– Actually, void was more a social world –
closer to second life

• Why can’t we have equaLly different 
worlds now?
– Why do we only get incremental change?

• evolutionary changes are gOod, but they 
arrive at a snail’s pace

• To attract players, we need VARIETY



No excuse

• The standard reason given for lack of 
innovation is that developing virtual worlds is 
too expensive to take risks

• Well Ha! Here is an incomplete list of 
social worlds you can play right now:
– Kaneva, YoVille, RocketOn, Prototerra, Gaia Online, HiPiHi, Google 

Lively, Habbo Hotel, Laguna Beach, Whyville, Twinity, Cyworld, 
Football Superstars, Weblin, IMVU, Second Life, Club Penguin, Active 
Worlds, vSide, Barbie Online, Amazing Worlds, Webkinz, 
Worlds.com, Exit Reality

– For a video demo of all these and more, Check out 
http://www.justvirtual.com/SVWS_2008.mp4

• If social worlds can do it, why not game
worlds?



genres

• Much as I’d like to discuss new 
gameplay ideas here, I don’t have a 
long enough slot
– Luckily for you…

• I do have enough time to look at 
genres, though

• By genre, I mean the classes of fiction
that suPport a game world
– I don’t mean mmorpg v mmorts v mmofps v 
mmoccg v mmommo v blah blah blah



Current genres

• CuRrently popular genres for virtual 
worlds are:
– Fantasy
– Science fiction
– More fantasy
– Even more fantasy

• Fantasy is an exceLlent genre for 
virtual worlds, but it’s too crowded a 
market

• What other genres might work?



Important point

• Designers do not create worlds that they 
want to play

• designers create worlds that people
want to play

• Therefore, in selecting a genre you 
should consider what segment of the 
population will play the result
– Or, if the design possibilities are just too 
appealing to ignore, at least persuade 
yourself that someone will play it…



Example 1

• many retired people have internet access
• They would be attracted to a genre that:

– Isn’t violent

– Relies on brains rather than brawn
– Will primarily attract other retired people

• other buttons that might also work
– A hankering for an idyllic past
– An Opulent or rural setting so

• So, that’s an agatha christie world, then!



reskinning

• Now if you wanted to, you could reskin
regular mmo features for this genre
– Tank: the interrogator who has to keep suspects 

distracted with smalltalk, flirting, discussion of 
their interests, physical presence

– DPS: investigator looking for clues while the 
suspect is distracted

– Healer: the person whose frowns and tut-tuts
stop the suspect from doing anything socially gauche 
(such as breaking off conversation with the tank)

– Rogue: the gentleman/woman thief who breaks into 
houses, desks, safes, cars etc. with only charisma 
as a defence should servants witneSs the action



benefit

• However, the genre’s fiction naturally 
suggests new gameplay possibilities
– Case-based rather than quest-based

• Implies some Procedural generation of cases
• Implies many cases are instanced

– Social world of 1930s as a backdrop
• Could become dominant gameplay for some

– Skill-based, rather than level/class-based
• But maybe Social XP leading to Social levels?
• Potential to account for afk in gameplay!

– Espionage as an end game?



more

• More examples are easy to come by
• So … she aches for what once was and 
hopes for what could once more be; she 
prefers mind over muscle, the subtle
over the crass; key word is intrigue

• That says scarlet pimpernel era
– Or eleanor of aquitaine, where men go off to 
fight while women stay to run the country



Bottom up

• Starting with a target player 
demographic and thinking of a game 
to fit is just one way to do it
– This is the top down approach

• Another is starting with an idea and 
trying to figure out to whom it would 
aPpeal
– This is the bottom up approach

• You’d use bottom up if you saw wondrous 
game design potential in a concept



Example 2

• Escape from a prisoner of war camp
– This would attract some of the more explorer-

type and crafting-oriented players who are iLl-
served by today's combat-oriented MMOs.

• The gameplay would concern sneaking and 
hiding and distracting, rather than combat
– because the guards have guns and you don’t

• When you reach blighty, it’s game over
– Leave on a high, not through frustration

• The subject matter would probably limit it to 
post-Runequest teenage boys, though



Example 3

• World of the ThrEe MusketeErs
– pre-revolutionary France

– honourable soldiers compete to resolve the 
intrigues of the palace, the Cardinal, foreign 
powers and the aristocracy

• a world where social status maTters
– people judge you by your rank and your mistress, 

as weLl as the quality of your character

• would appeal to MANY people AGED 30+

• has a higher-than-usual draw for women
– although the fact they wouldn't actually get to play

a woman RATHER UNDERMINES THIS…



More 1

• This suMmer, I had a consultancy job in 
which I was asked to produce some genre 
ideas for particular target audiences

• Here’s the result:
– Robin Hood
– London, 1966
– Spy fiction (James Bond)
– Escapist adventure (Indiana Jones)
– Age of Imperialism (Flashman)
– Hardboiled detective (Sam Spade)
– Gangsters/FBI (1920s Chicago)
– Korean war (MASH)
– Ancient Rome



More 2

– Age of Exploration
– Motorbike gangs
– Escape from Jurassic Park
– Knitting
– Gardening
– Crafting greetings cards
– Lazy Students
– Pimps & Prostitutes
– Rampaging Japanese Monsters
– Cruise Ship Chaos
– Wild West Outlaws
– Millionaire Street
– 1001 Arabian Nights/Scheherezade
– The eve of the Franco-Prussian War
– Renaissance europe



More 3

– Exploration of Africa
– The Hanseatic League
– Asimov's Foundation Series
– Colonisation of North America (from point of view of natives)
– Puzzle Pirates in space
– Steampunk
– Celebrity gossip magazine lifetyle spoof
– Casanova's Venice
– World War I espionage (Riley, Ace of Spies)
– Victorian Grand Tours of Europe
– Modern living parody
– Victorian vampires
– 1950s Science Fiction (bug-eyed monsters)

• Those are just the ones that matched the 
target groups – there are hundreds of 
others



conclusion

• much more can be done with virtual 
worlds than fantasy/SF
– or modern era, for non-game worlds
– Or cutesy for kids’ worlds

• A change of fiction genre can itself
naturally suggest new gameplay ideas

• It’s not a case of evolution or revolution 
– you can have both

• People shouldn’t have to play the same 
game over and over and over again
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