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SUMMARY

The purpose of this paper was to study the information behaviour of players in an online computer 

game, namely the MMORPG1 World of Warcraft. To this end a survey was constructed to gather 

empirical data about the habits of players. In the survey the respondent was presented with four 

different scenarios and asked to first rank these by complexity and then answering which path they 

usually take to satisfy the informational need. The complexity was introduced as a possible 

contributing factor influencing the path taken.

A study of different principles relevant to information behaviour was completed and in addition to 

the main theory, theory regarding social capital and information gatekeepers was included. Some 

background to what kind of different online games there are and what an MMORPG is.

A total of 58 responses was collected and although the data wasn't deemed descriptive of the 

population as a whole, it showed quite clearly that within the context of World of Warcraft the most 

common way to fulfil an information need is by visiting a third-party website to obtain the needed 

information. Out of 229 possible responses spread over the four different scenarios, a staggering 

177 answered that they visit a third-party website. This however resonates well with the principle of 

least effort, where a seeker always aim to use the path that over time results in the least effort. 

1 Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game 



TABLE OF CONTENTS

1. Introduction......................................................................................................................................1
1.1 Purpose.......................................................................................................................................1
1.2 Research Questions....................................................................................................................1

2. Background.......................................................................................................................................2
2.1 Online games.............................................................................................................................2
2.2 World of Warcraft......................................................................................................................6

3. Theory ..............................................................................................................................................8
3.1 Information Behaviour...............................................................................................................8
3.1.1 Application in World of Warcraft..........................................................................................11
3.2 Social structures and Social Capital.........................................................................................11
3.2.1 Application in World of Warcraft..........................................................................................12
3.3 Gatekeepers .............................................................................................................................13
3.3.1 Application in World of Warcraft..........................................................................................14

4. Method............................................................................................................................................15
4.1 Background..............................................................................................................................15
4.2 Data..........................................................................................................................................15
4.3 Interpreting the results.............................................................................................................20

5. Results............................................................................................................................................21
5.1 Results – Background..............................................................................................................21
5.2 Results - Complexity...............................................................................................................25
5.3 Results – Completing scenarios...............................................................................................25

6. Discussion and conclusions............................................................................................................28
7. References......................................................................................................................................30
Appendix A: Survey...........................................................................................................................31



1. INTRODUCTION

Social networks on the Internet are becoming more and more common and the line between doing 

social interactions online and offline is becoming more and more blurry. Online games who are 

inherently social, when compared to single-player games, are growing rapidly. The communities 

based upon these games are expanding and large networks of sites are increasing.

Studies have been done on information behaviours in the real world and in real situations, but can 

the conclusions and theories drawn in these studies be observed once more in an the social contexts 

of an online computer game? Or do they differ and if so, in what way?

This paper aims to try and capture a snapshot of this kind of behaviour in a MMORPG, namely 

World of Warcraft – the to date largest online game. In order to properly understand the context a 

background of online gaming (with focus on MMORPGs) will be provided as well as relevant 

earlier research and theories. 

The empirical data will be gathered by constructing a survey and publishing it online for players to 

participate in. 

1.1 PURPOSE

The purpose of this paper is to provide some insight into similarities or differences when applying 

information behaviour theories to an online computer game.

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• Is there an obvious path of least effort and does it differ from traditional real world 

examples?

• Is there a link between the complexity of an informational need and the path taken to resolve 

it?

• Do gatekeepers exist in the online game?
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2. BACKGROUND

2.1 ONLINE GAMES

The main attribute that separates online games from other games is the from the name somewhat 

implied fact that it is played over a network, almost always the Internet. One should not however 

that this doesn't automatically mean that the game is multiplayer2. This paper mainly concerns 

games played on a computer but much of it could also be applied to games played on consoles. In 

fact, there are games that are released for different platforms simultaneously while still providing 

the means to connect online and play together cross-platform. Many of these games also have 

online communities attached to them, either provided by fan sites or the game's developer. 

There are of course numerous types of online games available and below I will provide examples of 

those that I consider to be the biggest (in terms of spread) ones. Since this paper revolves around 

World of Warcraft, which falls under the genre MMORPG, that particular genre will be described 

more thoroughly. 

In online gaming it's also very common to use some sort of software to communicate verbally while 

playing, in addition to what other means of communication that are available. The software can 

sometimes be built into the game itself or provided by a third party source. Commonly used third-

party software is Ventrilo, TeamSpeak or Mumble. 

FIRST-PERSON SHOOTERS (FPS)

The name of the genre itself somewhat explains this type of game. The games are most often played 

in first person perspective, through the eyes of the character. They are also most often centred 

around using weapons to defeat other opponents. When played online the games usually centre 

around two teams fighting against each other in different types of matches, for example death 

match3 or capture the flag4. Examples of this type of games are Counter-Strike, Quake I and II, 

Halo and so on. Due to competitive nature of these games, there are both online and real world 

tournaments and ladder-systems available for many of them where teams can compete against each 

other, some even awarding monetary prizes. These also extends to sponsorships, for example from 

various computer peripherals manufacturers. 

2 A game where more than one player can play together at the same time
3 A match where whichever team gets the most kills of the other team under a certain condition (usually time) wins.
4 A match where the objective is to collect a flag from the opposite teams base and return it to one's own teams base.
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BROWSER GAMES

Once again, the name of the genre explains the type of game. Browser games are games one can 

play in one's web browser, thanks to web technologies like Flash and Java. Probably the most 

popular examples today of this type of games are the ones you can play on Facebook5, such as 

FarmVille or Mafia Wars.

REAL-TIME STRATEGY (RTS)

The objective of this type of strategy game is to build an army and fight against another players 

army. To this end a player can for example build various constructions to facilitate the gathering of 

resources (be it gold, wood or anything else) which in turn are used to build more constructions and 

create different type of units (for example a unit of archers or a unit of labourers). A player can 

control these units and send them to different parts of the map and set them to complete a task at 

that particular location. Many of this type of games provided both single-player as well as 

multiplayer modes. In the latter two (or more) players are usually matched against each other and 

the objective is to defeat the other players army. As with FPS-games there are tournaments and 

ladders available for players to compete in. Starcraft I and II, Command & Conquer and Age of  

Mythology are examples of this type of games. Starcraft in particular is very popular in South Korea 

where there are professional competitions6.

MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER ONLINE ROLE-PLAYING GAME (MMORPG)

Compared to the other types of games described above, where it's either teams or single players 

pitted against each other, MMORPGs are quite different. In such a game a large amount of player 

share the same persistent world to play in, commonly divided among different servers. The world is 

called persistent since it continues to exist even when a player is offline and not playing. As with 

any other type of role-playing game, a player can create a character (or avatar) with a custom name 

that will be that players representation in the persistent game-world. It's common that a character is 

referred to by the term “player” even if there arguably is a distinction.

When a player creates a new character there are more attributes than name that can be customized. 

Besides aesthetic options (such as gender, hair style, hair colour and so on) one can commonly 

choose a race for one's character. What races that are available depends on the setting of the game 

5 Social network website, see http://www.facebook.com/ 
6 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/StarCraft_professional_competition for more information
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(fantasy or science-fiction for example) and what is provided through the lore7 of the game. 

Common races are for example Human, Elves, Dwarfs or Trolls. 

Usually one has to pick a class or specialization for one's character, from an available set provided 

by the developers. A class can be considered as the character occupation and each different class 

usually provides unique abilities or spells that the player can use later on in the game. Classes can 

commonly be associated with one of three archetypes. 

These archetypes are as follows.

• Tank – the objective of this archetype is usually to control monsters and use different 

abilities to force the monster to focus on themselves.

• Healer – the objective of this archetype is to keep other players alive that have been 

damaged. This stems from that each character has a limited pool of health, or hit points, and 

will die when the points reaches zero.

• Damage dealer (or DPS8) – the objective of this archetype is simply to deal damage against 

a target. 

A game can contain various classes that adhere to one single archetype, but then have different 

abilities and spells (either in regards to functionality or just the name) compared to each other to 

make each class different.

In order to progress through the game a player is awarded experience points when completing 

different tasks (such as quests) or when defeating monsters. When enough experience points are 

collected the character gains a level. The amount of experience points required to advance one level 

are most often exponential, thus increasing more and more for each level the character gains. When 

reaching a new level the character can sometimes be awarded with for example new abilities or 

access to new game content. Many games have an upper limit to how many levels one can gain, this 

is often referred to as the games maximum level. Because of this, MMORPGs are often considered 

to be divided into two parts of game play. First one has to advance through the available levels and 

upon reaching the maximum level new tasks and activities open up. The latter type of game play is 

often referred to as a a games endgame. 

Items, such as weapons and armours, play a big role in this genre of games. When a player is 
7 The collective background history of the game-world
8 DPS is short for Damage Per Second, a measurement of how much damage one is doing to a target. Also used to 

describe the role of a damage dealer.
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levelling up, he or she will obtain new items to equip and use that are better than what they had 

equipped prior. After one has reached the maximum level the most common way to continue 

advancing one's character is to try and obtain better items to equip, thus increasing the characters 

power. Since one of the major aspects that separates MMORPGs from traditional RPGs is that you 

play with a vast amount of other players most games have content that is suited for groups (of 

different sizes) of players. An example of this can be a difficult monster one has to defeat. This type 

of content most commonly reward better items that what one can obtain while playing alone. As 

some content requires groups it's very common for a game to provide means for players to form 

bigger social groups together with other players, often referred to as a guild or a clan. Do note 

however, that it is possible to play a MMORPG by yourself, but you will often be excluded from 

various parts of game content.

It's important to realize that a MMORPG is continually developed. Patches with various sorts of 

fixes and tweaks as well as patches with new content are released continuously. Every once in a 

while an expansion is released which adds even more content and changes at once. The release of 

an expansion usually also means that the maximum level will be raised. In order to sustain the costs 

of both server hardware and maintenance as well as the ongoing development of the game many 

MMORPGs require a monthly subscription fee in addition to the one-time costs of purchasing the 

game and expansions. There are games that are free to play, but instead have a shop where one can 

purchase various in-game items for real world money. This is not to be confused with buying virtual 

currency for real world money. While there are games that even allow this, these type of trades are a 

major issue for subscription based games. 

Since endgame usually revolves around repetition, for example killing the same boss every so often 

to obtain a particular item. The developer can choose to limit how often a player can perform a task 

and as such prolonging the lifetime of the available content. This ties into having a subscription for 

the game as well. The two most common types of game play is either Player versus Environment 

(PvE) which focuses fighting against computer controlled monsters. The other is Player versus 

Player (PvP) which focuses against player controlled characters. As with FPS-games there are often 

different types of mini-games where two teams fight each other. 

Examples of MMORPGs are EverQuest I and II, Lineage II, Warhammer Online and of course 

World of Warcraft.
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2.2 WORLD OF WARCRAFT

World of Warcraft is a MMORPG developed by Blizzard Entertainment released initially in 

November of 2004 (for the US market) and is set in the Warcraft franchise established with 

Blizzards earlier RTS-games. There are two factions the player can belong to, the Alliance and the 

Horde. As the name of the game implies, these factions are at war with each other. Each faction has 

its own set of races but all classes are available on both sides. Classes available include, but are not 

limited to, Warrior, Priest and Paladin.

Besides choosing faction, race and class a player can customize a few aesthetic features. World of 

Warcraft also features a more in-depth customization, via the use of Talents. Each class has three 

different trees that a player can place talent points in. A player must choose a main tree but are able 

to branch into the other trees after spending a certain amount of talent points in the main tree. These 

trees influences both how the character is played or what archetype it adheres to. For example, a 

Priest can choose to Holy or Discipline as their main tree and as such adhere to the Healer archetype 

explained earlier. However, they can also choose Shadow as their main tree instead and then they 

belong to the Damage dealer archetype. 

The game is divided into different regions, for example America, Europe, Russia and Korea. For 

each region the game is also translated into different languages, in Europe alone there are versions 

translated into French, German, Spanish, Italian and Polish and of course English. As such there are 

also realms9 that enforce one specific language, but the majority are in English. The servers are also 

divided into sub-groups according to which set of rules that are applied to it. The different sets are 

PvE and PvP as well as RP10-PvE and RP-PvP. On a PvE-server, you have to make a conscious 

decision to take part in PvP against the other faction while on a PvP-server you are always an 

eligible target for an enemy player.

The endgame of World of Warcraft consists of either fighting difficult monsters located in raid 

instances11 in groups of 10 or 25 players (commonly referred to as raiding) or taking part in PvP. 

There are two main resources of PvP, namely battlegrounds (which are the mini-games mentioned 

earlier, like capture the flag) or arena, where you can fight in three different brackets (2 versus 2, 3 

9 What servers are called in World of Warcraft
10 Short for Role-Playing, where a player plays his or her character in-person
11 An instance is a detached area with more difficult monsters and where only the group participate. Raid is the 

classification used for the hardest instances and requires a higher amount of players.
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versus 3 and 5 versus 5) against other teams. Both of the two PvP activities comes with its own 

competitive rankings and rewards. Players can join together and form guilds in order to organize 

themselves and work towards greater success in the various activities available.

The primary way of communication in World of Warcraft is via chat and to that end the game 

provides different channels. For example, a guild will have their own private channel to talk in. 

Similar, a party has its own channel as well. It possible to chat privately between players by sending 

private messages (or whispers) to each other. There are also public channels to talk in.

At the time of this paper, the third expansion Cataclysm has just been released in December 2010. 

The previous expansion, Wrath of the Lich King, was released in November 2008. And the very 

first expansion, The Burning Crusade, was released in January 2007. In the original incarnation of 

the game the maximum level obtainable was capped at level 60. Both the first and second expansion 

added another 10 levels and the latest expansion added 5. The current maximum level is 85.

World of Warcraft is considered to be the biggest subscription based MMORPG to date and in 

October 2010 Blizzard announced in a press release that the game had 12 million active subscribers 

worldwide.12 This number is however not broken down into regions or in any way explained in 

detail.

12 Blizzard Entertainment, Press release, http://eu.blizzard.com/en-gb/company/press/pressreleases.html?101007 
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3. THEORY 

The purpose of this paper is to see if information behaviour observed in the real world carry over to 

an online community, namely within World of Warcraft. In this section I will try explain the the 

underlying theories and how they might apply to the game.

3.1 INFORMATION BEHAVIOUR

Information behaviour relates to how different parts in the process of seeking information connect 

together and there are many models that try and visualize this process. Wilson defines the term as 

follows.

By information behaviour is meant those activities a person may engage in when identifying 

their own needs for information, searching for such information in any way, and using or 

transferring that information.13

While the definition doesn't explain every step of the process in detail, it sufficiently describes in 

what way the word is used in this paper. Within the context of information behaviour there's a 

principle called “the principle of least effort”. This principle originates from George Zipf and 

postulates that “the entire behaviour of an individual is at all times motivated by the urge to 

minimize effort”14. However, it doesn't necessarily imply laziness, as Zipf points out when saying 

that the goal is to minimize effort over time and not in just one single instance15. A similar principle 

is the out of context interpretation of Mooers' Law. The original law, as put forth by Mooer himself, 

stated that, 

An information retrieval system will tend not to be used whenever it is more painful and 

troublesome for a customer to have information than for him not to have it”.16 

In it's original form, the effort is tied to possessing the information rather than to obtaining it. The 

out of context paraphrasing of the law instead puts the effort tied to obtaining information, as put 

forth by J. Michael Pemberton, stating that,

13 Wilson, T.D., Models in information behaviour research, Journal of Documentation, 55(3), 1999, 249-270 
[http://informationr.net/tdw/publ/papers/1999JDoc.html – Retrieved 2011-01-01] 

14 Zipf, George Kingsley, Human behavior and the principle of least effort: an introduction to human ecology, p.3, 
Addison-Wesley, Cambridge, Mass., 1949 

15 Ibid., p. 6
16 Austin, Brice, Mooer's law: In and out of context, Journal of the American Society for Information Science and 

Technology, 52: 2001, 607–609, p.607. 
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The more difficult and time consuming it is for a customer to use an information system, the 

less likely it is that he will use that information system.17

Donald Case claims that the principle of least effort predicts that a user will accept information of 

either lower quality or quantity if it takes less effort to obtain it. This is in contrast to a cost-benefit 

paradigm, where a user weighs different information channels against each other and chooses to use 

one where the expected benefit outweighs any associated costs.18 An example of this principle is 

when one asks a co-worker regarding new information in a field related to their work, instead of 

doing the actual research themselves. This statement has to be considered in context though, doing 

the research oneself usually meant that one had to for example visit the library and gather the 

information in various ways. This is now juxtaposed against the availability of the information on 

the Internet. In a study by Johnson et al on where users would turn for information, 46.5% answered 

Internet as their first choice, before doctors (18.4%) and libraries (14.1%).19

In the same book, Case provides five different examples of information behaviour. In the summary 

he makes an important observation which illustrate a typical behaviour that occur at the end of  the 

information seeking process. He says,

The results of each search, although incomplete and perhaps even resulting in failure (witness 

Joe's lost bet), were, at the time, good enough to satisfy the needs of the seeker, a type of 

behaviour that is called satisficing. The seekers of information did not make every possible 

attempt to attain the most complete, accurate, and detailed information available (optimizing) 

but rather gathered just enough data, opinions, and impressions to feel satisfied with the process. 

When a person reaches such a stage, he or she may end the task with a feeling of closure.20

So the theory so far indicates that a user most often will use an information system or path that 

requires the least effort and will stop the search as soon as the results obtained are deemed good 

enough. This also implies a sense of repetition or looping. After completing an iteration of the 

process the results obtained might no be deemed suitable and as such the process has to start over or 

be abandoned (in other words, the search failed). This is illustrated in Wilson's model from 1999 

17 Ibid, p.608
18 Case, Donald O., Looking for information: a survey of research on information seeking, needs, and behavior, p. 143, 

Academic Press/ Elsevier Science, San Diego, Calif., 2002 
19 Johnson et al, J.D.E, Fields and pathways: Contrasting or complementary views
of information seeking, p. 569–582, Information Processing and Management 42, Oxford, 2006 
20 Case., p. 34
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depicting the different events of information seeking. 

          Figure 1: Wilson's revised model for information behaviour21

At the most basic level the model represents the definition Wilson had for information behaviour. 

There a few key aspects to make note of though. The model is iterative and variables can change 

during the course of each iterations, as depicted in the column of intervening variables. These 

variables can of course also have impact on the first iteration and as such context of the information 

need can have an affect on the whole process. In other words, different needs could potentially 

require different processes. Another variable that's a factor in flowchart is “risk/reward”, which can 

help explain why some sources are more commonly used that others. This is based on the perceived 

risks and rewards a user considers when evaluating an information source. An additional factor is 

self-efficacy which Wilson defines as “the idea of 'the conviction that one can successfully execute 

the behavior required to produce the {desired} outcomes”22. Put simply, that one has the confidence 

and skill needed to complete the task. This model is somewhat dated though but still presents a 

reasonable overview of the process.

21 Ibid., p. 118
22 Wilson, (1999)
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3.1.1 APPLICATION IN WORLD OF WARCRAFT

There are various different information needs in World of Warcraft, like those outlined in the 

method for the survey. Based on that premise and the theory around information behaviour one can 

postulate that the different needs would use different paths or iterations of the process. The appraisal 

of an information source can also differ based on the informational need, since the needs themselves 

require different amounts of information before the seeker is satisfied. For more complex needs, the 

credibility of the source also comes into question.

3.2 SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

Social capital is defined as the collective resources within a social construct. Social resources can 

be both material goods as well as more abstract goods, such as information. Johnson lists three 

fundamental ingredients in social capital,

There are three ingredients fundamental to social capital: resources embedded within the 

network, access to these resources through relationships, and the use of the resources for 

purposive action.23 

A social structure is often comprised even-minded people, meaning that it's very likely that people 

who are a lot alike will cluster and form groups. This kind of behaviour has also commonly 

observed in gender and feminist research. As an example, Hodges writes in an article that in the 

Royal Society (a collection of today's eminent scientists, elected for life) only 44 out of 1200 

fellows are female (3.7%). One of the possible explanations the article describes states that since the 

existing members elect each new member, they're more likely to pick someone who's very much 

like themselves.24 While gender is the major common denominator in that case, the argument bears 

validity at an average workplace as well. This phenomenon is called “homophily”, and the different 

attributes that unite people can vary from gender, age or ethnicity to attributes such as beliefs, 

values or attitudes25.

Because of this homogenization, the social capital within a group is very even-handed. This raises 

23 Johnson A., Catherine, Choosing People: the Role of social capital in information seeking behaviour, 
[http://informationr.net/ir/10-1/paper201.html  Retrieved 2010-12-16]
24 Hodges, Lucy, Survival of the fittest, or an old boys' club?, 

[http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/higher/survival-of-the-fittest-or-an-old-boys-club-660563.html 
Retrieved 2010-12-20]

25 Miller McPherson, Lynn Smith-Lovin and James M. Cook, Birds of a Feather: Homophily in Social Networks, p., 
419, Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 27, (2001)
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concerns of the use of people as information sources.. Case motivates the use of people by saying 

that it's “typically easier and more readily accessible than the most authoritative printed sources”.26 

Johnson points out that with regards to social capital, using people as information sources can in 

fact mean more effort. This is because of strong ties versus weak ties. A person forms strong ties 

with the others who belong to the same social construction. Thus when a person have an 

information need that cannot be resolved within the construct, he or she has to utilize weak ties to 

find satisfactory information.

3.2.1 APPLICATION IN WORLD OF WARCRAFT

As outlined earlier there's a big social aspect to online games, either directly in-game or via 

communities formed around the game. World of Warcraft is no different. In a study by Jonas 

Linderoth and Camilla Olsson called “The world as your playground”27 teenage players of World of 

Warcraft were interviewed about their game experiences. Some considered the social aspect to be 

crucial to the enjoyment of the game. Since a server can host players from various countries, the 

game offers opportunities to for example get an insight into other cultures. But the interaction isn't 

always positive and some of the interviewees spoke of incidents where impatience and hostility 

against people from different countries.28

Guilds acts as a social construct within the game and unites players together. As with workplaces, 

players cluster together based on different attributes. An article about the social life of guilds in 

World of Warcraft notes this as reasons to either join or form a guild. 

It is notable that people join or in some cases create guilds for their pragmatic or social needs. In 

some cases this is an issue of personal style; the player wanted to play with others of similar 

personality, real-life demographics, or even sense of humour. Yet the most common reason to 

seek a particular guild type out was to accomplish game goals.29

An actual example of this would be the Finnish guild Paragon. The guild only invite players who 

either are Finnish or at least able to speak and understand Finnish. They describe themselves as a 

26 Case, (2002), p. 142
27 Authors' translation.
28 Linderoth, Jonas and Olsson, Camilla, Världen som spelplan, p.38-39, Medierådet, Stockholm, 2010. 

[http://www.medieradet.se/upload/Broschyrer_PDF/Varlden_som_spelplan.pdf – Retrieved 2010-12-16]
29 Williams, D., Ducheneaut, N., Li, X., Zhang, Y., Yee, N., Nickell, E. (2006). From Tree House to Barracks: The 

Social Life of Guilds in World of Warcraft., p. 346, Games and Culture, 1, 338-361. 
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raiding guild, focusing on competing for world first kill of bosses30 within newly released instances. 

This sentiment is yet again characterized in the Yees' article.

By analogy, we find that playing World of Warcraft is as social as a team sport, which has its 

own rules, literal boundaries, and social norms. Within those, there are still self-initiated tactics, 

team strategies, styles, and goals that make the play space a stage for socialization, organization, 

and networks that often have little to do with the original game.31 

Since players try to create social constructs with players of similar values and goals, it's not 

unreasonable to postulate that the collective resources within the guild often is sufficient to answer 

any informational need. 

3.3 GATEKEEPERS 

Within a social structure, even if one consists of similar people, there's the possibility that someone 

knows just a little more than everyone else. Perhaps they are quicker to absorb new information and 

developments or have more experience from earlier employments. In a study done by T.J. Allen 

involving information behaviour of scientists and technicians at MIT32 and how their different needs 

were fulfilled. The study showed that certain individuals were used as an information source more 

often than others. They acted as “technological gatekeepers” and relayed information to the others.33

Individuals who are highly chosen as sources of potential sources of technical information are 

considerably different from their colleagues. They have greater contact with technical people 

outside of the organization and are more exposed to the technical literature. Furthermore, they 

all rely to very much the same degree upon internal consultation. 34

These gatekeepers seem to have a network that extends outside of the immediate social structure 

and as such they seem to possess strong ties even to external resources. They are then able to filter 

the flow of information when passing the knowledge on to others. 

30 A boss a very difficult monster, usually some sort of strategy is needed to counter the game mechanics associated 
with each boss.

31 Williams, D., Ducheneaut, N., Li, X., Zhang, Y., Yee, N., Nickell, E. (2006)., p. 357
32 Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a university in the United States. 
33 Allen, T.J., Organizational Aspects of Information Flow in Technology, p. 449, Aslib Proceedings, vol 20, nr 11, 

(1968)
34 Ibid., p. 451
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3.3.1 APPLICATION IN WORLD OF WARCRAFT

This kind of gatekeeper or information provider can be observed within the context of the game, 

either at a low level, like in a guild, or at a high level, like someone who for one reason or another 

has earned acclaim and thus earned credibility. To once again use Paragon as an example, advice 

from a player of a certain class who is active in Paragon might carry more weight than a player 

which have achieved less. 

The acclaim doesn't necessarily have to be from in-game achievements either. Within the World of 

Warcraft community there's sub-communities focusing on what they call theory crafting. Theory 

crafting is when one attempts to maximize the performance of a certain class (or talent 

specialization) either by constructing formulas to determine the highest possible performance or by 

creating simulators where variables can be tweaked to see what impact it has. Since information 

about the inner workings of the game isn't provided, these calculations are often based on empirical 

data or formulas obtained through reverse-engineering. Regardless, it can be quite a complex 

endeavour. Many players turn to these results for advice on how to improve themselves as players 

and they can in turn pass the information on to others or at least send them in the right direction. 
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4. METHOD

4.1 BACKGROUND

The background was split into two major parts. The first part describes the context of which this 

paper takes place, specifically it describes what type of game World of Warcraft is. Most of this 

information was compiled from own experiences. As with any other field of interest, there are terms 

and expressions unique to that field and I opted not to refrain from using them. Each of these terms 

are either explained once in the text or in a footnote. 

The second part outlines the underlying theory and how it applies to the context of this paper. 

Various text sources were used for this sections, as is referenced.

4.2 DATA

GATHERING OF DATA

For this paper I opted to do a survey, since I wanted to get a wider array of respondents compared to 

selecting a fixed number of candidates to interview. I also wanted to get a broader variety of people 

to further make the data more meaningful. Due to the enormous population of World of Warcraft, 12 

million as noted earlier, it wasn't reasonable to attempt and get statistically representative data. 

Another reason for that was that although the figure of total active accounts was well-known, it 

wasn't not broken down into number of accounts per region and as such it was not possible to 

determine the size of a specific region. This invalidated much of the statistical value of the data 

since it could not be deemed representative for the total population.

The survey was made and released in three steps, as follows. You can find the survey in it's finished 

state under appendix A.

First I had to choose a provider where I could both build the survey as well as view the responses. I 

also wanted to have the option to export to various formats (such as .csv or to Excel) if needed. The 

most important criteria was that the provider was well-known and appeared to be serious. The latter 

criteria was because of a fear that exists in the online gaming culture, the fear of having your 

account compromised. The methods that are often used is the logging of keystrokes (more 

commonly referred to as key logging), which means that a malicious website could possibly infect 

ones computer with a program that will log keystrokes (and thus get account-names and passwords) 

and send them to someone else. 
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If the website used was suspicious or deemed unsafe, for one reason or another, there was a 

considerable risk that people would chose not to respond solely because of the provider used. To 

this end I opted to make use of Google's service called “Google Docs”. I assumed that most people 

would be familiar with Google and although there was a possibility that people still would decline 

to participate, I deemed Google the least likely to have that effect. Google could also support 

various types of questions (multiple choice, grid, etc.) and was very easy to use.

At this stage I created the form with the necessary questions. The questions themselves were 

constructed with one major point in mind, taken from Jan Trosts “Enkätboken” (“The Survey 

Book”). The point was that a survey should be written in what he calls “everyday language”35 and 

that one should avoid using overly complicated words36. I also made it a point to use the 

terminology that is used within the game itself, so the ones responding would be familiar with the 

expressions used.

When adding questions regarding the background of the respondent I chose to ask for information 

about their activity in World of Warcraft rather than about their personal attributes (gender, age, 

etc.). For the purpose of this paper I was more interested to see if there for example was any 

correlation between the amount of time spent in the game and the persons informational habits 

rather than what significance gender or age had. 

The following questions deals with complexity and habits. I posited four different scenarios and 

asked the respondent to both order them in scenario as well as choose (from a fixed amount of 

options) in what way they usually gathered the information they needed to complete the scenario. It 

was assumed that the game itself didn't provide the answer, this was also pointed out in the 

introduction. The different scenarios were chosen arbitrary by myself and had in my opinion 

different levels of complexity. The scenarios, ordered by the complexity (1 being the least) I 

envisioned when choosing them, were as follows.

1. How do I complete this quest?
A quest in World of Warcraft can for example be to collect a fixed amount of a specific item, such as 

pieces of a journal. It can also be to kill a fixed number of a specific type of monster. The 

35 Trost, Jan & Hultåker, Oscar, Enkätboken, 3., [rev. and ext.] ed., Studentlitteratur, Lund, 2007, p.84
36 Ibid, p.91-92.
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information that would be needed could for example be where to find the item or monster.

2. What rotation should I use for my class? 
A rotation is the order one should use the available abilities. A Mage could for example have two 

spells, a Fire Bolt and a Frost Bolt. Maybe one has a side-effect that it increases the damage of the 

other, so the proper rotation would be to always cast that one first. This is very simplified, but it's the 

gist of what it entails.  This information need could be to gather info to help evaluate which ability 

should be used first.

3. How do I defeat this raid boss? 
A raid boss is a powerful monster one conquers in groups of people. To provide more of a challenge 

these encounters can be quite complex and in order to defeat it one would need a strategy. The 

information need would be the strategy itself. 

4. How do I counter different comps in arena? 
There are various brackets of play, as outlined earlier, and in each bracket there are different 

“comps”, which is short for the opposing teams composition of classes. Since each of these 

compositions have different strengths and weakness, there are strategies to help deal with each one 

of them. The information need here would for example be to learn from other players how they have 

dealt with a specific composition.  

I asked them to order the scenarios in order of complexity to see if there was any relation between 

complexity and how the respondent retrieved the information. I offered four different answers to 

how they get the information needed for each scenario. They were as follows.

1. By asking someone in my guild.

2. By asking someone outside my guild.

3. By visiting a third-party website.37

4. By visiting the official forums.

I chose these answers to see if there was any difference if the complexity of the scenario changed. 

Questions one and two ties into the idea of social capital and if when complexity increases one turns 

outside the closest social circle for information. If the respondent answered yes to either questions 

one or two, I subsequently asked if it the person asked was either always the same, mostly the same, 

mostly different or always different. This ties into the theory with gatekeepers acting as a providers 

of information and knowledge.

37 Third-party meaning a website that isn't provided by the developers of the game themselves.
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I ran a pilot test of the survey with five participants, all of whom were known to me prior to the test. 

I did not provide additional information other than what was written in the survey itself. I then used 

the feedback to make some tweaks to the final survey. While there were a few comments they were 

more related to issues with the language of the text said rather than the quality of the questions. 

Most felt that the survey was easy enough to understand.

The third and final step of the survey was to make it available to others. For this I chose two 

avenues; the official forums for World of Warcraft in Europe as well as using Twitter. I chose the 

EU-forums solely because one can only post on a regions forums if you possess an account for that 

particular region. I chose the official forums because I then had the opportunity to post on my own 

character to try and add some legitimacy to the post in order to ensure that the survey was serious 

and safe to visit (due to concerns expressed earlier). In a sense, I offered myself as collateral. 

Another reason I chose the official forums was because they are moderated more tightly than any of 

the forums on the different third party websites, in an attempt to avoid trolling38. Although the users 

most likely overlap, I opted to use Twitter39 as well, to try and get more responses. I used the hash-

tag40 #WoW on Twitter so people interested in World of Warcraft would pick it up.

Below is the message I posted on the official forums41. Please note that the link to the form is no 

longer valid since I've disabled the form from accepting any more responses.

Hello.

I'm looking for participants for a survey where you'll be asked some questions about how you 

get the information you need to complete different scenarios (like, for example, completing a 

quest) in World of Warcraft. It's for an academic paper I'm writing for my Master's Degree in 

Library and Information Science.

You can access the form here:

https://spreadsheets.google.com/viewform?

formkey=dHVoQ2xHa0N6NnlZTnJLdVdMalVyTkE6MQ

The survey is in English and won't take long. It is open to all players of World of Warcraft.

38 The act of participating in an online discussion with the intent to derail or disrupt the on-topic discussion.
39 Online service where one can post short messages, or tweets. See http://www.twitter.com 
40 On Twitter, you can follow tweets that contain a specific hash-tag (#<tag>).
41 Original topic, http://eu.battle.net/wow/en/forum/topic/927080724 
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The only thing recorded besides your answer is the time and date of when your response was 

submitted. If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to either post in this thread or contact 

me in-game or by emailing me at ailaewow@gmail.com

I hope you are interested in participating and I thank you in advance.

The only other information I provided was to clear up some confusion around the Other field in the 

form. Google uses some predefined constants to display some items on websites and this was one of 

them. The word “Other” would be translated into the same language as the operating system of the 

person visiting the website.

PROBLEMS WITH THIS METHOD

As mentioned earlier this method wasn't without issues. The main issue had to do with the size of 

population.  It was not feasible to try and gather enough responses so that the data would reflect a 

representative body of the total population, at least not within the scope of this paper. There were no 

figures available for approximately how many visitors the official forums have either but one can 

make the assumption that far from everyone visit it frequently. This meant that the potential 

population that would actually see the post about this survey was a subset of the regions population 

which in itself was a subset of the only known estimate of accounts worldwide. 

Another issue was that the forums see a lot of activity each day, which meant that a thread could get 

pushed back a few pages rather quickly. The forums are divided into sections and the only one 

applicable was one called “General Discussion”. This section probably sees the most activity so the 

exposure was limited. This was very noticeable when there would be huge influx of responses the 

first few hours and then it would die off. I chose to bump42 the thread once, even though such 

behaviour is generally frowned upon as well as against the forum guidelines43. Once more there was 

some responses and then it died off yet again.

Due to automatic formatting the spreadsheet would incorrectly reformat the answer “10-20” (in 

response to how many hours per week a participant spent playing World of Warcraft) to 

“10/20/2010”. Since it was only a formatting error, I deemed it had no influence on the responses 

and corrected the error as such.

42 Posting in a thread solely to push it to the first page.
43 See section “Do not bump posts”, http://eu.battle.net/wow/en/forum/topic/816711831 
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4.3 INTERPRETING THE RESULTS

Since the data could only be considered a small sample or snapshot, most of the interpretation is 

based on inference, based upon the underlying theory described in the background.
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5. RESULTS

In total there were 58 responses to the survey and I've chosen to display the majority of the answers 

as charts, since it provides a good visual for how the answers were distributed. For the question that 

had the option to enter a manual answer, I've grouped together in a field called “Other”. The 

individual responses are however listed below the chart as well. The manual answers has also been 

corrected grammatically. Alternatives that received no answers are not displayed. 

The results are divided into different parts, much like how the survey itself was divided. The first 

part pertains to the background of the participant. The second part to how complex they consider 

the different scenarios. The third and last part is how they fulfil the different informational needs.

5.1 RESULTS – BACKGROUND

FOR ROUGHLY HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN PLAYING WORLD OF WARCRAFT?

      Figure 2: Distribution of replies

            

This chart shows that more than half (31 versus 27) of the respondents have been playing for 5 

years or more.
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HOW MANY HOURS PER WEEK WOULD YOU SAY YOU SPEND ON WORLD OF 
WARCRAFT, ON AVERAGE? 

       Figure 3: Distribution of replies

Very few people play less than 10 hours per week, on average. While the majority plays 10-20 

there's a significant amount of respondents playing more than 20 hours per week. As outlined in the 

background, this type of games generally require quite an investment of time in order to have some 

sort of progress with one's character(s).

WHAT IS YOUR MAIN AREA OF INTEREST IN WORLD OF WARCRAFT? 

       Figure 4: Distribution of replies

A striking majority has PvE as their main area of interest.

Other responses were
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• RP-PvE (1)

• Social (1)

DO YOU PREFER TO PLAY BY YOURSELF OR WITH OTHER PEOPLE? 

With only two possible answers, a chart seems superfluous. 36 of the respondents answered that 

they are in a guild and 22 that they are not. Although the majority were in guilds, as would be 

expected in an online game, surprisingly many were not in guilds.

DOES YOUR GUILD HAVE A MAIN OBJECTIVE OR FOCUS?

      Figure 5: Distribution of replies

Other responses were

• Everything (1)

• Family guild (1)

• It's only me in the guild (1)

3 of the respondents chose to not answer this question.
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OVERALL IS THERE A PRIMARY SOURCE OF INFORMATION THAT YOU USE TO OBTAIN 
EVERYDAY INFORMATION REGARDING WORLD OF WARCRAFT? 

      Figure 6: Distribution of replies

Other responses were

• I actually ask my friend unless it's quest or achievement info (1)

• Myself (1)

• Wowhead (1)

The last one of the manual responses could in reality just as well be added to the column “Third-

party websites” but I've opted not to since the respondent specifically said “Wowhead”. 
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5.2 RESULTS - COMPLEXITY

Please note that only 57 people (out of the total 58) answered the scenario “How do I defeat this 

raid boss?”.

      Figure 7: Distribution of replies

The chart shows very clearly that the least complex scenario was “How do I complete this quest?”. 

There's also a trend that the complexity increases per each different scenario, with “How do I 

counter different comps in arena?” getting the highest amount of replies saying it's the most 

complex one.

5.3 RESULTS – COMPLETING SCENARIOS

These results will be shown using two charts. One where the scenario is the X-axis so one can see 

the distribution for each scenario alone (figure 8). The other chart shows the distribution in total for 

all scenarios (figure 9). Please note that not every respondent answered every scenario. For the 

scenario “How do I complete this quest?” there were 56 replies and for “How do I counter different 

comps in arena?” there were 57 replies. In total there were 229 replies spread over the four possible 

answers. 
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      Figure 8: Distribution of replies

The most common way to gather the information needed to complete a scenario was by visiting a 

third-party website. The mean average for this reply was 44,25 across the different scenarios and no 

single scenario deviate too much from this. The standard deviation computes to 3,34.

      Figure 9: Distribution of replies (totals)

FOLLOW-UP QUESTIONS

Although 28 respondents chose “By asking someone in my guild” only 26 opted to answer the 

follow-up question about whether they ask the same person or not. The responses were not in 

favour of either side of the spectrum. There were only 1 count of “Always the same” and 3 counts 

of “Always different”. There were 13 replies of “Mostly the same” and 9 replies of “Mostly 

different”. 
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Only 4 respondents chose “By asking someone outside my guild”, but 14 opted to answer the 

follow-up question. As such, I will provide the answers twice. Once for all 14 and once only for 

those that actually chose the prior alternative.

Out of the 14, 7 chose “Always different” and 3 “Mostly different”, which indicates that when 

asking people outside one's guild one's more likely to ask different persons each time. Out of the 4 

that actually had chosen the prior response, there were 2 counts of “Always different” and 1 count 

of “Mostly different”, which indicate the same thing as with the 14 responses.
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

As illustrated by the charts in the previous chapter, the result was quite even-handed. Attempts to 

see any causalities between for example amount of time spent per week and most common path 

taken to resolve a need were fruitless. Amount of years played had no significant impact either.

Complexity had no significant influence on the choice of path. If anything, the data at least showed 

that the different scenarios were of different complexities. 

It is clear which path is the most common, by an overwhelming margin. And while asking another 

person is the most common example of a least effort option in the real world, in the confines of an 

online game the Internet carry the majority of the burden. But put into context, it makes sense. The 

game is taking place online, as such Internet is but a few clicks away. So even if the knowledge 

exists within the social structure to resolve many of the needs, the quickest path to a satisfactory 

result is to use a website for research. The principle of least effort as was described doesn't mean 

that the seeker is inherently lazy, but rather chooses the path that over time requires the least effort. 

If you compare the two actions, the response time from a website is probably slower than from a 

player having to type out an answer. The chat, which is limited to a maximum of 255 characters per 

input, isn't necessarily the most proper medium to quickly relay information. In hindsight, this was 

limitation I unfortunately did not consider. This limitation is further illustrated by a comment left by 

a participant.

A lot of information I get also comes from YouTube video's from TotalBiscuit and the guys from 

Yogscast.

A boss encounter can have a wide array of mechanics one has to be aware of and the information 

needed to answer the question how to complete the encounter would arguably take much longer to 

type out than just consulting a website or a video. So in the context of being online and connected to 

the Internet, using a website is both faster and more accessible.

There were no conclusive indications that players act as gatekeepers, but if such a majority of the 

needs are answered by an external source, there seems to be little to no opportunity nor reason for a 

player to assume this role. A user comment did however, albeit rather amusingly, outline the 

concept. In the scenario described the boyfriend acts as the gatekeeper, although by utilizing a third-
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party website.

I generally ask my boyfriend and if he doesn't know I'll look at a third party website, get 

confused, ask him again and by then he too will have found the information on a third party 

website and can then tell me what I need to know in simple terms.

An interesting aspect to take into account is if the behaviour would be different in another 

MMORPG. World of Warcraft is the largest MMORPG to date and as such its community is also 

one of the largest. This means that there millions of players that as a collective whole can generate 

information (in one way or another) which can be structured and made available. So the range of 

available sources is possibly much larger than in an MMORPG of a smaller magnitude. It's equally 

plausible that in its infancy, the information behaviour within World of Warcraft was quite different.

One user comment in particular speaks volumes about the results, even if it's very short. 

 Wowhead is WoW's Google.

Wowhead is third-party website with a database over every item, every spell and ability, every 

quest, every monster and basically everything related to World of Warcraft. There's also a 

community built around the database to provide additional content. Every single post in the 

database can have user-entered comments, providing additional insights (if applicable). So just as 

Google is the dominating search provider on the Internet at the moment, so is Wowhead the 

dominating information provider for World of Warcraft. 

IN CLOSING

The data that was gathered for this paper can at best be described as a small sample or snapshot of a 

incredibly large population. The findings should in no way be interpreted as descriptive of the 

players in general. They do however provide food for thought and could possibly help formulate 

new questions to be answered in future studies. It doesn't seem plausible to just put an equals sign 

between the online and offline social interactions other than at the most basic level. Each side of the 

equation needs to be studied in its own right. 
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY

Survey: How do you get the information you need in World of Warcraft

I'm writing a paper on information behaviours and am interested to see how these manifest 
themselves in an online gaming community such as World of Warcraft. To that end, this survey 
contains questions about how you find the information you need to complete a presented scenario. It 
is assumed that the information needed isn't already supplied by the game. When answering please 
answer according to how you do it presently. 

This survey is open to all World of Warcraft players. None of the information you provide can be 
linked to who you are nor can it be used to in any way compromise your World of Warcraft-account. 

The results will be used for an academic paper, which is part of my Master's Degree in Library and 
Information Science. If you have any questions please don't hesitate to contact me, either by email 
at ailaewow@gmail.com or by whispering me in-game on my character 'Ailae' on the EU-server 
Emeriss. 

None of the questions are mandatory, but I hope you will answer all of them. Thanks for 
participating!

Background

Some background information about you as a player.

For roughly how long have you been playing World of Warcraft? 
•  A year 
•  2 years 
•  3 years 
•  4 years 
•  5 years 
•  6 years 

How many hours per week would you say you spend on World of Warcraft, on average? 
•  Less than 10 
•  10-20 
•  20-30 
•  More than 30 

What is your main area of interest in World of Warcraft? 
•  Player versus Environment (PvE) 
•  Player versus Player (PvP) 
•  Both PvE and PvP 

•  Other: 

Do you prefer to play by yourself or with other people? 
•  By myself 
•  With others 
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Are you in a guild? 
•  Yes 
•  No 

Does your guild have a main objective or focus? If you answered "No" on the prior question, you 
can skip this one. 

•  Yes, PvE 
•  Yes, PvP 
•  Yes, both PvE and PvP 
•  Not in particular/Social 

•  Other: 

Different needs for different scenarios
Rank the following scenarios according to complexity, with 1 being the most complex and 4 the 
least. Complex meaning how much information you would need before you have enough to make a 
satisfying decision. If the question pertains to an area you're not interested, please still try to weigh 
the complexity. You can also skip the particular question.

How would you rank these different scenarios in terms of how complex they are? 
1 (most 
complex) 2 3 4 (least 

complex)

How do I complete this quest?

What rotation should I use for my class?

How do I defeat this raid boss?

How do I counter different comps in 
arena?

How do you obtain the information needed to complete the scenario
In the following section you will be asked how you get the information you need to complete each 
different scenario. Please choose the answer that reflects what you usually do or what you would 
say your main source is. If the question pertains to an area you're not interested in, please answer 
how you think you would obtain the needed information. Third-party websites include, but are not 
limited to, wowhead.com, thottbot.com, tankspot.com, mmo-champion.com among others.

How do I find the information I need to complete the scenario? 
By asking 
someone in my 
guild

By asking 
someone outside 
my guild

By using a third-
party website

By visiting the 
official forums

How do I complete 
this quest?

What rotation 
should I use for my 
class?
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By asking 
someone in my 
guild

By asking 
someone outside 
my guild

By using a third-
party website

By visiting the 
official forums

How do I defeat this 
raid boss?

How do I counter 
different comps in 
arena?

If you answered "By asking someone in my guild" above, is it usually the same person? 
•  Always the same 
•  Mostly the same 
•  Mostly different 
•  Always different 

If you answered "By asking someone outside my guild" above, is it usually the same person? 
•  Always the same 
•  Mostly the same 
•  Mostly different 
•  Always different 

In closing

Overall is there a primary source of information that you use to obtain everyday information 
regarding World of Warcraft? 

•  People in my guild 
•  People outside my guild 
•  Third-party websites 
•  Official forums 

•  Other: 

Is there anything about your informational habits you'd like to add to this survey? 
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