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Abstract. As the popularity of computer games has increasedkedly in
recent years, many researchers have become codceiitie the potential
effects on gamers. However, by looking past thevatd appearance of popular
games that may be perceived as violent by someanweegin to see dramatic
cultural indicators as well as many other acadeltyi¢ateresting phenomena
emerging. Social psychologists and effects reseascimust begin delving
deeper into this rapidly expanding genre of popuol@dia. Herein, | propose
three possible approaches to the study of videcegaas cultural events rather
than a common medium that influences participanessimple way.
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1 The Culture of Modern Media

In the beginning there was radio. And it was gdd@. gathered on Saturday nights to
listen to stories, news, and music. Radio broughttagether in a way that only
government and religion had done before then. Mbt was the entire family sitting
around the monophonic radio receiver box at theesime, the entire nation was
present. Together we shared experiences that gubdd¢ame cultural events with
their own rules, norms, and traditions. Don't bie lar you'll miss the best part of the
program, 8 o’clock sharp! Yet we craved interestimggery and visual stimulation.
We wanted to see what was happening.

Then there was television. TV in all its audiouas glory: black and white
maybe but to us as vivid as real life. \Were the family living in suburban America,
with two kids and a family car. Again, we quickligtablished our scheduled traditions
and program preferences. If little Johnny didmtigh his homework he wasn’t going
to be allowed to participate in the ritual whicl,course, was socially unacceptable
among his school friends. However, whether we vwadreering our favorite sports
team on to victory or we were hootin’ and hollenmth the Lone Ranger and Tonto,
we longed to be part of the action. We became simarte with the characters of our
favorite soap operas that we just wanted to reattaod tell them how we felt about



their recent actions or comfort them in their tiofeneed. But television couldn’t hear
us. Television only told and never listened.

So came the Internet, the Web, web 2.0, and we Wweard. A new form of
news, entertainment, and information gathering atagur very fingertips. We found
others, naymany others who were also fans of old-time radio prowdike The
Shadow. Not only did they share their thoughts emsibhts about the program but
recordings of the programs were made availableufoto enjoy all over again. We
regained the nearly lost sense of community thatpibitential personalization of the
Internet almost destroyed. Once again, we belongésl quickly came to know the
rules, norms, and traditions of our newfound comitiesior risked being flamed and
marked as a newbie. But alas, as major businesskgational institutions, and
masses of social groups came together, the forthedf community was merely text
and images. So much data yet so few tools to recemmpose, and transmit. Visual
and auditory, yes, interactive maybe, but “realefinstill a long way off; nhowhere
near as good as being there.

1.1 Video Games as Modern Media

Arguably, video games are the only media able t@tnike interaction needs of
humans. Video games are audibly involving with aimgzsound-tracks and
sophisticated audible queues, visually excitinghwéver-improving graphics and
realism rivaling any other virtual reality technglo They are stimulatingly
interactive with advanced atrtificial intelligencedaintellectual challenges for even
the most creative imagination, and inescapably-tiead; turn away for one second
and things can go seriously wrong for your avatar.

Even though video games are one of the most comgbel sophisticated
forms of modern media, the question remains: whgysigames? The fact that there
are now more than 13 million World of Warcraft satigers (a larger population than
Sweden, Hungary, Cuba, or Greece) is interestingskems more of value as a
marketing statistic than cultural phenomenon. Havewith the rapid advance and
massive user populations of social/entertainmedewigames, clear indicators of
emergent culture are starting to appear [cf. 857,

1.2 A Few Important Distinctions
At this point it is important to identify the taxomy of video games. A great

distinction exists between Pong and Pac-Man nohéation the modern Massively
Multiplayer Online Game (MMOG for short) and the mgaother types of games,

« Arcade Style Action « First Person Shooter (FPS)
« Action Adventure * Adventure

« Construction and Management Simulation « Life Simulation

* Role-playing « Strategy

* Real-Time Strategy (RTS) « Vehicle Simulation

« Other notable genres: Music, Party, Puzzle, Sports

Fig. 1. Modern Video Game Genres




simulations, and virtual environments. Figure 1veéh@n updated list of video game
genres, originally and brilliantly conceived by €i€rawford back in 1982 at the
inception of the modern video game industry. Onditaxhal type of application that

should be included in the list is the Multi-Usertdal Environment (MUVE). Since

they typically lack any interactive game contentAdr MUVES can not be strictly

described as video games thus they are omitted thertist.

Achiever — Focus on achievement and material gain

Explorer — Focus on exploration and geographical knowledge
Socializer— Focus on socialization and making friends

Killer — Focus on engaging and dominating other players

Fig. 2.1 The Bartle Test of Gamer Psychology - Four Categasf Player

In addition, it is imperative to distinguish betweseveral types of video
gamer players. Figure 2.1 shows the four categasfesomputer gamer as first
conceived by Richard Bartle in his Test of GamercRslogy [4]. Figure 2.2 shows
an updated list of categories based on feedbadale dBartle’s original Test was
released. The Bartle Test has been taken by welt 500,000 gamers and works
something like the Meyers-Briggs Personality Typei¢ator. The answers to a series
of questions lead to a type indicator result tregtatibes the player’s preferences and
to some degree motivations. While the Bartle Tqgtlias primarily to MMOG
players, it identifies the myriad of game playersoaalities that contribute to the
complexities of social interaction within game vatsl

* Friend * Griefer * Hacker * Networker
» Opportunist * Planner « Politician « Scientist

Fig. 2.2 Updated list of eight Gamer Categories

2 The Culture of Video Games

In identifying, investigating, and interpreting el games as culture there are a great
variety of ways to approach the research [7, 1&Jekh | will begin with just a few
simple examples. We might consider video games uisiral events similar to
sporting activities. With this approach we wouldedédo stratify competitive game
events by level of competition starting with casledal and regional competitions
(a.k.a. LAN parties) and extending to major natianzgents like the Korean Starcraft
Championships that take place in giant stadiumrenwents. Next we might attempt
to assess the impact of the rapidly increasing raunatb computer gamers and the
powerful sub-culture’s influence on markets andurels outside their traditions [6].
This approach would require a solid detailed knaolgée of economics as well as a
deep understanding of actual game mechanics théd gotentially impact external
forces. Finally, we might consider an ethnogragpproach to video game players



and the social institutions that are vital to caoating complex interactions and
events at the highest levels in MMOGs [15]. Anytleése approaches as well as a
variety of quantitative methods could be leveragegield very interesting research
studies.

2.1 Distinguishing Game from Play

Before moving on to further details of the possitdsearch frameworks, it will be
beneficial to distinguish betweaame andplay, a difference that is quite present in
most all video games. This contrast differentigtesconcepts of playing for fun and
playing to win. Making this distinction also claei§ the divergence between video
game genres as well as types of video gamers. Btagheling this diversity will help
explain the significance of different levels of @@ game competition, will assist in
identifying the cultural impact of video games, anil support the existence and
implications of social institutions and emergenitune in virtual worlds.

Most cultures have easily accessible examplesofeg. International sports
are one example of game with which most of us aite damiliar. Take, for instance,
the example of soccer or ‘futbol’. Soccer is playedearly every civilized country in
the modern world. All you need is a ball, somerfdg, and a place to play. However,
soccer is also the most popular competitive intéonal sport in the modern world.
While little children may play soccer in the strdet fun with few consequences,
serious athletes approach professional socceroagjttheach game was an epic battle
for life or death between their team and “the eneoryopposing team. There is no
concept ofplay in professional sports. Teams are run as busisgpkg/ers are assets
(or liabilities), and fans treat each win and lassa personal victory or defeat in the
quest for their team’s greatness and a shot aampionship ring or trophy.

Similarly, the concept of play can be exercisethhmithin and without the
presence of a game. While children, of course, ptayts they also play with blocks,
play Cowboys and Indians, and play House. Gameasllysiave distinct goals and
outcomes (i.e. winning and losing or a final scaayl games typically have a start
and an end while play requires none of these thiRgs/ might be defined simply as
engagement in an activity with few or no consegasniVith this definition of play it
becomes clear that even Little League Basebalbpr\Warner Football games are not
strictly for play.

One reason this distinction is relevant for stadyvideo games is that
popular belief suggests video games are purelgritertainment or distraction. This
is certainly not the case when it comes to the nsophisticated games like MMOGs
[13]. While there are many gamers who play MMOGsl&sively for entertainment,
the vast majority of players who spend significamtounts of time with their avatars
(20 hours per week) [16] have long since made fsacndary pursuit. These players
have far more diverse motivations. Gaining levdisjlding virtual wealth [6],
establishing and maintaining social relationshipg][ gaining knowledge of game
mechanics and social norms, engaging in compefiargative, building a reputation,
and working toward common goals and objectives Wignds and ‘guildmates’ are
all far more typical motivations than simply plagirfor fun [17]. The reality of
massive multiplayer games is that it is the minoritho play for fun, the rest
approach the activity more like professional attdetooking for better and faster



ways to “win.” This is also true, to a lesser extef nearly all competitive video
games.

Among high school gamers, anecdotal evidence stgghat a person’s
entire social reputation can be based on theiitalhdd dominate other players in the
most popular FPS games. Entire social enclavesfaraed and might also be
dissolved over the group’s collective ability tanststently defeat other players within
the game world. The most surprising aspect of isnomenon is that the social
groups that are formed ignore other common soaams and boundaries such as
age, race, and even gender. If a player has tHiyatoi contribute to the team’s
overall success then they will quickly be initiatead absorbed into the group for fear
that an opposing team will recruit that playertfirs

This approach to competitive team building is pealed, again, by major
league sports [12]. Lewis suggests that traditiomathods of valuing baseball players
such as batting average or stolen bases, distinatlividual measures, are less
effective than more modern statistical methods afuation such as on-base
percentage and slugging percentage which are niigreed with team performance
than strictly individual statistics (i.e., Sabernest). Admittedly, the methods
employed by most competitive video gamers are nidecps sophisticated as those
described by Lewis. Yet their approach to teamdmug by finding undervalued
players goes against the more traditional methdthding the best individual players
and recruiting them with teamwork as an afterthaugh

Dual Paths of Media Influence

Connection to

Media Influence | ™| gqgial Systems — | Behavior Change

Fig. 3. Bandura’'s Dual Paths of Media Influence Model

3 Implications for Research

With these important distinctions in mind, it iswm@ossible to move deeper into the
task of finding the true nature of culture in vidgames. James Carey suggests that
one way to go beyond the simple effects model oflimmés to change our approach
from one of media consumption (the transportati@mdeh of media) to one of media
as ritual [5]. This approach allows us to leverdye distinctions of media uses and
gratifications [14] rather than rely on a naive dgermic model approach wherein
media is studied as though it were a novel medinatBy individuating players by
type, a la Bartle, rather than aggregating all @ideme players as a group we can



also begin to better understand the persuasiveteftd gaming and involvement in
gaming communities through more sophisticated meank as Bandura’s Dual Path
of Media Influence Model (see Figure 3). Using th@sethodologies to study both
video gamers and the social institutions that diivgh-end gaming, it becomes
possible to move beyond the stigma that typicatlgoanpanies the study of video
games. Researchers can now utilize the appropdateto study video games in a far
more sophisticated way rather than the shallow rfigfs structure that is frequently
engaged in existing research.

As video games are played in many different coestit will also be
possible to differentiate the impact of games withgeographically separate
populations. There are two distinct issues at stélest, there are the differences
various cultures may have regarding types of gaptegged. Clear differences in genre
preference may help researchers to better unddrskenuses and gratifications of
interactive media within that culture or may pofatvarying motivations for play.
Second, it will be of interest to identify the \ahility in external impact of gaming on
different cultures. While gamers in western cowstrnay experience a high degree of
social interaction playing certain types of gantess ilikely that gamers from other
regions separated by language and cultural diftmemwvill have sharply contrasting
experiences. ldentifying these differences willim#itely lead to a much better
understanding of racial issues that may be unwittirperpetuated by the largely
western dominated video game industry. Once theenlyidg issues are revealed it
will be possible to address them through improwetivsare and hardware design.

Geertz claims that the best way to understandtareus to get involved by
means of naturalistic observation [9]. Subsequentbsearchers should rely on
interpretation and ‘thick description’ to reporindings. This framework allows
research to provide a narrative of events and iijyenhderlying meaning that even
the actors involved may not fully understand. Atpeimg to arrive at a deeper
understanding of a culture through standardizedesgr and quantitative measures
may well mislead a researcher and cause false usiook to be made. This is the
primary reason for many of the current myths sumthng video games. By
aggregating members of the video game communityrentdlifferentiating between
players who spend their time primarily in singleygr games and those who spend
their play time closely involved in active socialstitutions, resulting relationships
can not realistically claim validity.

With this in mind, studies of game players mustdifeerentiated by game
genre as well as by player type and cultural affiin. Even then, a variety of
methodologies as well as a number of different aede tools must be used to
discover the deeper meaning of involvement in gammmmunities [7, 15]. The
complexities and intricacies of MMOGs alone wouldriant this not to mention the
idiosyncrasies of mediated social relationshipseWtiscussing doing research in the
most popular MMOG to date, World of Warcraft, Cdimesen and Rettberg echo this
sentiment by saying, “in order to understand Wofl&Varcraft we must study it both
as a game and as a cultural site requiring theicgtjopin of multiple disciplines’
analytical tools, concepts, and methods so thatmes fully comprehend this
phenomenon.”



4 Three Conceptual Approaches
4.1 Simple Pastime or National Sport?

In China they play table tennis, in America footpbhaseball, or basketball. In Korea
they play Starcraft. In fact, there are severalofgssional” competitive Starcraft
teams in Korea that boast major corporate sponplanger’'s annual incomes that rival
any American professional athlete, and multipleevision channels providing
complete tournament coverage.

The computer game StarCraft has an active professgmmpetition circuit, particularly

in South Korea. The two major game channels in Isddbrea, Ongamenet and
MBCGame, each run a Starleague, viewed by millionfan$é. Starting in about 2002,
pro-gamers started to become organized into teapmsored by large South Korean
companies like Samsung, SK Telecom and KTF. StarGsaflso the most popular
computer game competition during the annual WorlbeZyGames thanks to its Korean
fanbase, and it is overall one of the world's latgeomputer and video game
competitions in terms of prize money, global cogerand participants. -Wikipedia

The real-time strategy video game Starcraft is aobew game. It was
published in 1998 as “just another RTS” in a loimg lof successful games. However,
the RTS player community did not accept this prenwss with many other aspects of
the computer game industry, the players decidethlte control of the game and
change the rules [11].

Many publishers now provide players with an endimegenerating game
content. In the case of Starcraft, the generatimgine allowed players to not only
create new game maps but it allowed them to mathéyfundamental rules of the
game. With this new ability, players became levesigners and co-authors of the
game. Due to the popularity of the Starcraft maijpoedthe game publisher followed
up with another more powerful system with the reteaf the game Warcraft Il

FGHTERFORUM . . [ 4=

Fig. 4. An e-sports stadium where professional Stargaftes are played




arguably the most advanced RTS game ever madeerBlggnerated new versions of
game maps, new rule sets, and eventually a new gémest entirely different than
the original Warcraft 1ll known as Defense of theckents or DotA (pronounced
Doe-ta). This series of events started a new tiemgime publication that put players
in control of the growth and transformation of ngames. While this transition
occurred over several years it altered the videnegadustry forever.

The competitions involving these games are plagestadium-sized venues
and draw exceptionally large crowds as well asriv@gonal press coverage (see
Figure 4). This provides an excellent opportunity $tudy. Starcraft champions are
considered national heroes in Korea the same way phofessional athletes are
treated in America. Another aspect of this phenameis how amateur Starcraft
players are influenced by professional playersnfalslocal competition can quickly
be transformed into an international cultural everith the presence of a few
professional players and the power of digital premgerage. Closer examination of
this could reveal many interesting indications afwhthe new digital generation
influences existing Korean culture and perhaps timKorean gaming culture exerts
influence on the rest of the world.

4.2 Virtual Dollars to Real Dollars

In 2005, Edward Castronova authored one of théesaldooks that investigated video
games’ influence on the world outside the game Y8hile he mainly focused on
economics he also explored some aspects of comgaiee player culture. The main
theory put forward and backed up by solid dathad virtual economies found inside
game worlds have a measurable influence on theemalomy. This effect is due to
two factors.

The first factor is the sheer number of playeet #ire involved in games like
World of Warcraft. In early 2009 over 13 milliongyers subscribed to World of
Warcraft. At around $15 per month each, this numbkme is economically
significant totaling $2.3 billion spent per year f single game, not to mention the
$30 or $40 initial cost per game license [8]. Gedntsome number of subscribers
may receive discounts and perhaps even earn fegetiphe by volunteering to be a
“guide” and helping other players from time to timgh technical issues. Regardless,
there is no arguing this dollar amount is respdetédy any single software business.

The money spent by players to play the game istm®tmost interesting
factor. Even more interestingly, the players oidests of virtual worlds including
Second Life and World of Warcraft have begun spapdarge sums of money to
acquire in-game virtual assets. Castronova follothede-bay market sales of virtual
game assets for a period of time. He establishat] thhe commerce flow generated
by people buying and selling money and other virtteans (that is, magic wands,
spaceships, armor) amounts to at least $30 miflimmually in the United States, and
$100 million globally” [6]. While this may seem &ka relatively small amount, the
total has continued to grow rapidly over the yemmd while there is no more recent
data on the trend, it is surely much higher todidgure 5 shows a recent snap-shot of
the actual exchange rates of Second Life’s Lindelfars to real US dollars. Again,
while the exchange rate is not tremendous, thetffiatta number of people assign real
value to virtual items and currency gives thosdueir items real value. As the
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Fig. 5. Real market exchange rate data for Second Lifieiddn dollars

popularity of MMOGSs continues to increase, as aflicators suggest it will, the
significance of this virtual to real exchange natkk become a sizeable market force.
In addition to the market influence of virtual Wis, Castronova also began
exploring the real influence that virtual instituts such as player guilds can exert on
real world social interaction. Beyond the anecdetatience of virtual relationships
leading to real marriage, in-game groups have éegriheir interactions to the real
world in the form of player meetings, fan fairesi\daconventions. These player
summits often include game designers and corpgrabdic relations. One of the
objects in these circumstances is to hold meanirdifeussions both among players
and between players and game designers in an dttenipprove game mechanics
and rules. Many game publishers are now taking fires very seriously and
providing sponsorship and organization to enhance players’ out-of-game
experience with the hopes it will positively afféleir in-game experience as well.

4.3 Players vs. Designers

One of the most interesting trends in modern vigames is the tendency of players
to reverse their traditional role as consumers ha&f mmedia. In the past, a game
designer would create a game and the player wolalg ib This has been true for
decades since the earliest video games like Pathyanture (mainframe text game).
Things have changed dramatically over the pastdéeda order to increase the life-
span of their products as well as to meet the ddmahan increasingly sophisticated
player audience, many game designers now inclueeelleditors” as a standard
feature of their game. Level editors allow playerdecome designers by providing
the ability to design custom game maps, deviard sglts, and extended game play
with increased complexity and difficulty. The orgl intention of level editors has
indeed worked out to the designer’s benefit helgjames like Starcraft and Warcraft
[Il enjoy many years of popularity. It has alsowpad an unintended effect that has
led to something of a revolution in video gaming.
The past decade has seen a major change in videwe gplayers’

expectations of newly released games. In orderctoese the pinnacle of success,
new games must absolutely either include some aypevel editor or must be highly



customizable to cater to various users’ preferemrebs needs. While RTS and FPS
games are particularly subject to this recent mequént, the most pointed example is
that of modern MMOGs. All current MMOGsSs, at lealbse that have any hope of
long-term success, feature a sophisticated APlli@gtipn programming interface).
These APIs allow users to customize their userfate in a staggering number of
ways. Figure 6.1 shows the default World of Warcuakr interface while Figure 6.2
shows a typical user modification for a player itved in end-game play that
demands each member of a team know exactly whgoiigy on with every other
team member.

While it is possible for users to modify their owser interface, this is a
highly complex task and requires some technicaledge. It has become far more
common for player groups to publish their testedifications for the entire player
community to use. This trend has resulted in amothenge in the game that is
somewhat more worrisome. As players progress thirahg game and reach the
upper levels, other players’ expectations incregginnclude the use of certain
modifications. In fact, if a player does not havenmimal set of Ul modifications
installed they are frequently not allowed to joigraup. This can be a serious issue if
the formation of a group is necessary to achievéaicerequired tasks. As teams
approach the most exclusive advanced content &lailanly to the highest level
players, additional requirements of specific equpt(weapons, armor, exclusive
abilities, etc.) are also imposed. This exclusigndehavior closely resembles
classism and is a source of frequent frustratioméwer players.

Fig. 6.1 Default WoW Ul Fig. 6.2 Modified WoW Ul for team play

Elitism is a rampant problem in many MMOGs extagdivell beyond Ul
and equipment requirements. Certain combinationavatar race and class can be
highly discriminated against. For example, in WafdVarcraft if you choose to be a
Dwarf, a race that tends to be clumsy but veryngfrand you choose to play a
Rogue, a class that requires a great deal of Steedtl dexterity, while being a
perfectly valid race class combination the typiesult is a high degree of ridicule by
fellow players. Beyond this simple example thergehbeen claims that the overall
race design in WoW parallels post-colonialism [The design choice to make
Alliance races “familiar” (white Western races) ses Horde races made to be
“foreign” (African, Jamaican, Native American, @tchas caused a tremendous



imbalance in the player base highly favoring thikiafce. This design decision makes
salient Stuart Hall's concept of ideology and timherent risks associated with
intentional representation of social formations][10

5 Conclusions

Video games have come a long way since Pong. Frosimple diversion in
entertainment to a dominant media market, videoeganave developed into a unique
phenomenon that promises continued surprises apdralteled opportunities for
insight into the human psyche. As the directiongaime development has been
indelibly changed by the players, the player comitguhas transformed into a
distinct culture. In this transition, for instangke distinction between an MMOG and
a generic MUVE (multi-user virtual environment) hascome blurred. These two
very distinct genres have merged through a sefigdayer dominated transitions
reducing what was once a clear difference to a leirdffference in content and Al.
Now all games are, like only the MUVE was previously, watt blank slates for
players to fill with rules, norms, and traditions.

All members of the entertainment computing comnumust begin to
understand the widespread and subtle cultural ilnplaehat they do. Game players
as well as developers of game software and those wbduce the associated
hardware required to play them need to have anreta®ling of the international
scope of the issues surrounding video games. Rathen perpetuating racial
stereotypes and prejudiced norms, both playerdasifjners of game systems might
use their newfound influence to begin breaking dowarriers that have caused
geographically separated cultures to remain distihchas now become possible
through this subtle influence to begin laying thieundwork of the long anticipated
“Utopia” of cyberspace as described so eloquenilarlow in A Declaration of the
Independence of Cyberspace [3]:

We are creating a world that all may enter withptvilege or prejudice
accorded by race, economic power, military foreestation of birth.

We are creating a world where anyone, anywhere exgyess his or her
beliefs, no matter how singular, without fear ofnlgecoerced into silence or
conformity.

John Perry Barlow, 1996

In the tradition of Critical Theory, it is now tarto re-examine video games,
the player communities, and their impact on theldvoutside the game. Stuart Hall
advocates a return of the repressed in media styd]. | can not imagine a
community more repressed than video gamers. Bakarg the traditional wisdom
that, “video games rot your brain” and looking begdhe surface of appearances, we
find that not only is there real culture happenimgler our proverbial noses, but we
may also find that the attitudes, beliefs, and biia of the “new generation” of
video gamers could very well have tremendous impactsocial, political, and
economic issues far beyond the boundaries of dyaithetic worlds [6].
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