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Abstract

This dissertation is a study of social interaction in virtual worlds and virtual world design. A
virtual world is a synchronous, multi-user system that offers a persistent spatial environment for
iconically represented participants. Together, these form an example of social interaction design. 1
have applied an arena perspective on my object of study, meaning that I focus on these socio-
technical systems as places.

I have investigated the persistent qualities of social interaction in virtual worlds. What I have
found is that virtual worlds are as real as the physical world. They are filled with real people
interacting with each other evoking real emotions and leading to real consequences. There are
no fixed boundaries between the virtual and physical arenas that make up a participant’s
lifeworld.

I have found that participants in virtual worlds are not anonymous and bodiless actors on a
level playing field. Participants construct everything needed to create social structures such as
identities and status symbols. The qualities of social interaction in virtual worlds cannot be
measured against physical interaction. Doing so conceals the qualities of virtual interaction.
Through the concepts of levity and proximity, I offer an alternative measure that better captures
the unique properties of the medium. Levity is related to the use of avatars and the displacement
into a virtual context and manifests itself as a kind of lightness in the way participants approach
the interaction. Proximity is my term for the transformation of social distances that takes place
in virtual worlds. While participants perceive that they are in the same place despite being
physically separated, the technology can also create barriers separating participants from their
physical surroundings. The gap between the participant and her avatar is also of social
significance.

As a theoretical foundation for design, I have used Michael Heim’s writings and practices as a
base for a phenomenologically grounded approach, which provides an alternative to the
dominating perspectives of architecture and engineering. Based on an explorative design project
and the earlier mentioned findings regarding social interaction, I have formulated a model for
virtual world design called interacture. This model takes the interaction between participants as
the fundamental building material and the starting point of the design process. From there,
layers of function and structure are added, all the time balancing the design between fantasy and
realism.

I have explored the possibilities of using ethnographic studies as the foundation for a
participant centered design approach. I have aimed for an inside view of my object of study both
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understand virtual worlds not just as places but also as processes where the experience of
participating can change drastically over time as the participant reaches new stages in the
process.
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social interaction as the fundamental building material is woven into a general approach to the
study and design of socio-technical systems called social interaction design.
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PROLOGUE

BILL'S STORY



2 PROLOGUE

One morning when I entered my own virtual world — a very small world
basically consisting of one building known as The Virtual MIT House (see
figure 1) — I found to my astonishment that it had been severely vandalized.
Someone had apparently gotten hold of the wizard password and used his or
her ill-gotten wizard powers to delete parts of the house, alter other parts,
and to top it all off, write some very unflattering remarks on the walls. The
bar was one of the rooms that had been deleted, and since the script and
graphics that constituted Bill — my bartender bot" — were tied to this room,

he was gone as well. Thus I had a potential virtual murder case on my hands.

#t

o

Figure 1. The entrance of The Virtual MIT House.

Realizing that Bill was gone really upset me. After all, I had invested a
considerable amount of time on programming him. But above all I felt
curious. What had happened and why had it happened? I decided to initiate
a little investigation into the incident beginning with a look at the server log.

The system keeps track of some of the activities in the world such as
when someone enters or leaves the world or tries to attain god or wizard

privileges by entering a password. It also registers when someone tries to add,

" The term bot comes from the word robot and refers to an automated character that can
interact with other characters by following a set of programmed instructions known as a script.
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extract or change something in the world. These activities are recorded in the
server log together with nickname, internet protocol (IP) address, and a
timestamp. By examining the log I could see that there had been two
unwanted visitors on the night in question. As one might expect, the two
perpetrators had not used their ordinary nicknames, but the log still held the
key to their Palace identities.”> The break-in had been committed by
returning visitors so all I had to do was to match the IP addresses from the
break-in with the rest of the server log to find the names they ordinarily
used.

Judging by these names they were probably a boy and a girl. I will refer
to them as Bart and Lisa. I vaguely remembered having met Bart at a
treasure hunt that my wizards had arranged in the Virtual MIT House. This
had been one of the occasions when I had used video to record the
interaction, so I even had him on tape. To see myself happily chatting with
the person I now suspected of vandalizing my world was an unsettling
sensation. It felt a bit like seeing a bank robber caught by a surveillance
camera while scouting out a bank office before a hit. Although I had talked
to him on several occasions and had him on video, I did not have his e-mail
address or any other direct way of contacting him.

As for the other perpetrator, there were no exact matches to the rest of
the log. Apparently this person was connecting through an internet service
provider that dynamically assigns the client computer a new IP address every
time the computer connects to the net. The assigned IP address is, however,
always within the same set of addresses, so I could narrow down the list of
suspects to those using that particular internet service provider. There were
two frequent visitors fitting the description, one was a character with a
female nickname who I could not recall having met, the other was Neo —
one of my two wizards! Could it be that my wizard sometimes logged on as a
female character, and that he was in fact Lisa?

That would explain how the vandals had been able to log on as wizards,
but there was something that did not quite fit. Why would Neo sometimes
log on as a female? It also seemed odd that Neo, who had engaged in making
The Virtual MIT House a popular hang-out, would turn on me and destroy

2 The Virtual MIT House was one of many worlds using in the virtual world system The Palace.
More information on The Palace will follow in chapter two.
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it without any apparent motive. Furthermore, the log gave the impression of
a person that was inexperienced in the role as wizard, requiring repeated
attempts to get the commands right, while Neo was a true expert.

All of this could of course be clever tricks from Neo devised to throw me
off the trail, so I emailed him to tell him what had happened and that he was
my prime suspect. I figured that if he was not Lisa, he should at least have
some information as to who she was. I also told him that I was going to put
their whole domain on the ban list, thereby denying all users of that internet
service provider entrance to The Virtual MIT House unless the situation
could be resolved in some other way. He answered that he was sorry about
what had happened but that he knew absolutely nothing about it.

My investigation had reached a dead end, but just like in the fiction
detective stories, that was when I got help from an unexpected source. I

received a mysterious email that read:

Hi Mjson [my nickname] I am [Fred], [Neo's] father. He uses my e-
mail, so I have decided to become involved in this issue. I met
[Trinity] the day before [Neo] did and she was going around offering
a lot of people the prospect of wizardship at V MIT [The Virtual
MIT House]. One of those people was [Bart]!!! 3

This event took place in a time (1990’s) when not every teenager had
their own email account. Neo had been using his father’s email address in his
communication with me, and apparently his dad had kept an eye on our
correspondence. Fred was himself an avid Palace participant and I had met
him on a few occasions so I knew he was of the right age to be Neo’s father
and the IP-address was also a match. It seemed from the email that Bart had
become angry at me and my wizard Trinity for not being taken on as a
wizard in my world. Although Fred had not gotten all the details right, his
information was crucial to cracking the case, especially the email I received
three minutes after the one quoted above. It simply read: “One more note.

[Lisa] is [Neo’s] sister.”

3 Trinity was the first wizard T had taken on to help run The Virtual MIT House and make my
world attractive by arranging different types of social activities so I would have some social
inyteraction to study. She had in turn suggested that we should take on the more tech savvy
Neo. They were both American teenagers.
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Fred later mentioned that it was when I threatened to cut off the access
to The Virtual MIT House for the whole family, that he decided it was time
to step in. He explained that Lisa was actually Neo’s eleven-year-old little
sister. How she had come in possession of the wizard password was never
made clear but a reasonable guess is that Neo simply had written it down on
a piece of paper and kept it by the family computer. What was clear was that
Lisa had not been fully aware of the severe consequences of her actions.
What I initially had believed to be a murder turned out to be more of an
involuntary bot-slaughter. I made a deal with Fred to let him take care of
Lisa’s sentencing. He cyber-grounded her for one month and asked me in
return to refrain from banning the whole family. According to Fred, Lisa
had more or less just participated in the break-in for the excitement. The
brain of the operation and the key to this mystery was Bart.

In order to satisfyingly solve this investigation I needed to get hold of
Bart and I knew it was not going to be easy. Whenever I saw him he
discreetly poofed out of whichever world we were currently in. Once again I
needed help, but this time I had a better idea about where to get it. I started
with a meeting with one of the wizards of the main world of the Palace
universe. He promised to help me organize a multi-world ban of Bart if he
did not turn himself in. While Bart surely could stand not being able to visit
The Virtual MIT House, a ban that would in effect keep him from meeting
any of his Palace friends would be a very potent punishment. The next step
was to spread the word about the impending punishment among my and
Bart’s mutual Palace friends. The plan worked beautifully. It did not take
long before he came to see me.

Bart’s explanation for his actions was that Trinity had promised him to
become a wizard in The Virtual MIT House. When he told me this I
remembered that Trinity at one point actually had suggested that we should
take on a third wizard, a suggestion I had summarily dismissed with the
motivation that we already had two wizards active in the US time zones and
that if we should get any more, they should be Europeans. When Bart found
out that Trinity’s offer had been an empty promise he had become very
disappointed and wanted revenge. When he then, through Lisa, came in

possession of the wizard password, he knew how. His plan had initially been
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to only destroy things that Trinity had made, but things had gotten a bit out
of hand and some additional property had been damaged.

Bart seemed absolutely terrified by the risk of getting banned in all the
main Palace worlds. He said that he preferred to be grounded physically to
getting locked out of The Palace. After all, the virtual worlds were where he
had most of his friends and where he spent a considerable part of his free
time. My feelings towards Bart had up to this meeting been annoyance
rather than anger, but when I met him, I realized for the first time that I was
not completely without blame in this affair myself.

I had taken on my wizards in a rather random fashion and had probably
not bothered to be very clear about the fact that I did not have any intention
of bringing on any more. This was in stark contrast to the big Palace worlds
where wizard recruitment was a concern of the wizards, not the god of the
world. To me the wizard appointments had never been a big thing, but to
some of the people out there it had obviously been seen as an important
career opportunity.

All' T had done to become a god was to install and execute the server
software and therefore I looked at the responsibilities of being a god as
mainly technical in nature; making sure the server was running, making the
necessary updates and so on. But being a god also automatically meant that I
had the power to appoint people to important positions within the little
community that had emerged. I also had to decide what constituted
appropriate behavior and how to punish those who did not follow the rules.
By controlling the technical system I had also been given responsibility for
the community that had emerged within it. Since I had underestimated the
social responsibility of being a god, I decided to go easy on Bart and only
ban him from The Virtual MIT House for one month. We were both very

satisfied with the conclusion of the whole affair and parted as friends.
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WORLDS THROUGH TECHNOLOGY
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OF KEYBOARDS, WOMEN, MICE AND MEN

In a world full of computers connected to each other, one of the primary
modes of social interaction is more than likely going to be through
information technology. This development is as new as it is profound and
we are struggling to grasp where the potential and limitations of the
technology lies. Visionaries talk of promising new worlds while skeptics see
endless possibilities for disaster.

This book presents an approach to understanding this development
through the people actively participating in it. Whether the question is what
constitutes good design or understanding how the technology is experienced,
I propose that the answer lies with the everyday practices of the people
giving life to these complex socio-technical systems. The participants are not
only the most important component; they also actively influence what the
systems become. Social interaction design puts the focus on the participants
by applying a perspective where the social interaction is seen as most
important and fundamental building material at the interaction designer’s
disposal.

Rather than attempting to understand an issue as large and complicated
as this through adopting a bird’s eye view, I have deliberately engaged as
closely as possible with selected particulars. The dissertation is comprised of
several different projects, all revolving around virtual worlds and all
concerning direct participation over extended periods of time in the practices
I have studied. For neatly ten years I have engaged with these socio-technical
systems as designer, researcher and participant. They have been central to my
teaching and my research as well as being my number one pastime. I have
lived these worlds as well as studied them. I will argue that there is a kind of
understanding of these systems that only can be achieved through first-hand,
long term encounters with these environments and that this knowledge can
play an important role in understanding how to design them.

In this chapter I will start things off by giving a background to my choice
of theories, methods and objects of study, I will also try to formulate the
problem I intend to investigate, thereby giving the reader a hint about the

direction I am heading and where I intend to end up.
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THROUGH THE FREE INTERACTION SMOKE SCREEN

I first came in contact with virtual worlds in 1996. At the time I was
conducting research in the area of human-computer interaction and worked
on a project where we tried to increase the engagement of the students in a
simulated practice case by making a game-like multimedia application
(Jakobsson 1996; Soderstrom, Klingvall, and Séderstrdm 1996). My role in
the project was to construct the actual software application based on theories
about pedagogy and learning provided by the other project members
through an iterative process of testing and discussing prototypes. This gave
me the opportunity to try out some ideas about how to support engagement
from the students through the use of Laurel’s (1993) dramaturgical theory of
human-computer activity in the design of the application.

The project was a success in the sense that the students and the teachers
were happy with the application and I managed to show that an increase in
contextual cues in the form of sounds and background textures increased the
students’ feeling of engagement. But personally I felt that there was
something inherently unsatisfying with the application. The task the
students were given was to try to solve a cooperation problem among the
staff at a workplace. The computer application was used in the part of the
task where the students were gathering empirical material through
observations, interviews and questionnaires in the work environment and at
related locations. If a student for some reason would choose the same
question for the same character twice, they would get the exact same answer
both times since all the available questions had their answers hard coded into
the application’s database.

This would never happen in a real-life situation and would, in Laurel’s
terminology, constitute a breakdown of the students’ direct engagement with
the interaction (Laurel 1993). Of course, the application could be improved
with more advanced scripts for the computer driven characters and a larger
database of possible answers, but that would only postpone the inevitable
breakdown. What I really needed was some intelligence embedded in the
system that could creatively construct answers to whatever question the
student would want to ask. Unfortunately this sounds dangerously close to
saying that I would have to anticipate all possible actions of the student in

advance (cf. Suchman 1987). It seemed that any feasible improvements to
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the interaction between the user and the characters within the simulation
would just be adding to a smoke screen covering up for the inherently static
nature of the system.

I had already established a strong interest in the internet at this time
which made it natural to look in the direction of MUD?* systems for a
possible solution to the free interaction smoke screen problem. But since a
result of my study was that the engagement of more sensory modalities —
through the use of sound and graphics — increased the students’ perceived
engagement in the task, it felt like a step in the wrong direction to make a
text-based system like the MUDs that I was familiar with at the time. That
was when I found an article in Wired Magazine (Rossney, 1996) about
virtual worlds.® This type of system struck me as something along the lines
of what I was looking for. After having read the article I immediately
downloaded my first virtual world software client in the hope of finding a

suitable system for taking educational multimedia applications to the net.

STEPPING OUT

In the text-based chat systems, mainly IRC,® that T had tried earlier, I
usually remained silent for a while after entering a channel. I wanted to get a
feel for what was being discussed before jumping in, but the longer I waited,
the harder it got to enter the conversation. I would start feeling like a furker,
someone who listens in to the conversation of others without making their
own presence known, which in turn made me feel slightly uncomfortable
using this type of systems.

When I first entered The Mansion — the main world in the Palace
universe — I found myself automatically greeting the other avatars present. At
least to me, this was something qualitatively different than the text-based
systems. Although the system I was using seemed very similar to a text-based
MUD in all aspects except the addition of graphics and sound, it did not fee/
the same. I felt that I was there even before I had uttered a word. Through

4 Multi-User Dungeons. Primarily text-based multi-user environments based on a spatial
metaphor.

% In the article they were referred to as metaworlds.

® Internet Relay Chat. Early real-time chat system where participant choose conversation
partners by joining channels.
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my avatar | experienced an intuitive sense of presence in the same virtual
environment as the other participants. I could see them and they could see

me which made engaging in the interaction feel more natural.

= The Palace SEE

Figure 2. Guests and members in Harry’s Bar, a popular hangout in The Mansion, the main

world in the Palace universe.

The way this place combined the possibility of meeting with people from
other parts of the world under relaxed, even whimsical, conditions known
from text-based chat systems (Reid 1991; Curtis 1992; Turkle 1995;
Pargman, 2000) with an intuitive feeling of presence intrigued me both
personally and as a researcher. From that day on I regularly visited the
Mansion and spent a considerable amount of time there. I always went to
the same place, a virtual watering hole called Harry’s Bar (see figure 2).

After having spent some time there it became clear to me that The
Mansion was a popular hangout for many people. Harry’s Bar was often
filled to capacity (sixteen participants) and the rest of The Mansion was also
bustling with activity most of the time. I also noticed that it was more or less

the same people who showed up day after day in Harry’s Bar. Although I
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spent a considerable amount of time there myself, I was surprised by the
commitment people showed.

I had come to The Palace searching for a development platform where it
would be possible to combine automated script-driven informants with
characters played by actual people, but what I found was not simulations, it
was another piece of reality. The participants were not there to perform a
specific task. They had discovered a new social arena and decided to inhabit
it. I had stumbled on a complex social system where most outsiders — even
including many researchers — would expect to find an interaction medium
that severely constrained the possibilities of communication. Clearly there
were issues here that were in need of closer scrutiny. I decided to switch

research focus to the study of virtual worlds and social interaction design.

(GRADUATING FROM THE SCANDINAVIAN SCHOOL

Social interaction design is the term I use to try to frame this work, thus
placing myself within the emergent field of interaction design. Léwgren and
Stolterman define interaction design as “the shaping of use-oriented qualities
of a digital artifact for one or more clients” (2002, 2). The field is, however,
shaped by different actors with varying focal points. In an attempt to
describe my own theoretical homestead, I will briefly mention some of them.
One significant trend can be exemplified by the Interaction Design Institute
Ivrea in Italy and the Department of Interaction Design at Royal College of
Art, London, England. There, the emphasis has been on the deployment of
information technology at the meeting point between art and design, often
discarding the traditional desktop computer as the physical manifestation of
the designs and applying a practice based research methodology (Crampton
Smith et al., 2003).” A different take on the field is presented in Interaction
design: Beyond human computer interaction (Preece, Rogers, and Sharp 2002)
where the heritage from human-computer interaction is emphasized.
According to them, interaction design is based on the same theories and
methods but pays more attention to aspects of IT-applications that fall
outside the traditional frames for usability such as creating enjoyable,

pleasing and motivating applications.

7 Ivrea was closed in 2005 and merged with Domus Academy.
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Alongside these currents, a third school of thought in interaction design
has emerged in Scandinavia at places like the School of Arts and
Communication (K3), Malmé University.® This perspective has its historical
roots in the Scandinavian school of systems development including the field
of participatory design (Lowgren and Stolterman 2004). Other important
influences are the Bauhaus movement and the work of Donald Schén (Ehn
and Lowgren 2003). The similarities probably outweigh the differences
between these three approaches. Just like at Ivrea, the preferred mode of
investigation at K3 is practice based, and in a similar fashion to Preece,
Rogers, and Sharp (2002) much time and effort is spent on exploring non-
productivity related aspects of IT-applications with an outlook towards art,
games and entertainment. The eagerness to escape the traditional physical
manifestation of the desktop computer is also shared among all three camps.
But there are some differences. In Malmé we see interaction design as an
important break away from traditional human-computer interaction and
question the traditional theories and methods of this field to a greater degree
than Preece, Rogers, and Sharp. Compared to Ivrea, the most tangible
difference is probably our focus on design as something situated within a
specific context and shared between users or participants and designers.

In participatory design, this view was connected to work contexts, and
user participation often meant engaging the trade unions in the development
of computerized work tools (Ehn 1998). Today, the context might be very
different, a virtual chat room or a game café, but the principles are the same.
Design remains “a process of mutual learning, where designers and users
learn from and about each other” (Léwgren and Stolterman 2004, 152).

Lowgren and Stolterman (2004) clearly place themselves within the
Scandinavia school by emphasizing “the responsibility [of the interaction
designer] for ethical and aesthetical (as well as functional) [note the
parenthesis] qualities of digital artifacts” (xi). This way of understanding
interaction design as collaborative construction and re-structuring of lived
environments gives the designer a new role. Sometimes the attempts to give
the participants, be they workers, gamers or casual visitors, a stronger voice

in the design process is misinterpreted as claiming that the designer has

& The School of Arts and Communication somewhat cryptically translates into “Konst Kultur &
Kommunikation” in Swedish, which is the origin of the K3 acronym.
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become superfluous. Nothing could be more wrong. The Scandinavian
school of interaction design locates the designer at the core of any design
process. Instead, it is the way a designer approaches a task and which skills
the designer needs in order to do a good job that has been re-envisioned and

this work is one attempt at exploring these visions.

APPROACHING VIRTUAL WORLD STUDIES

Virtual worlds offer an opportunity to think about many of the core issues in
interaction design. Instead of being tools for production, they constitute part
of the participants’ life-worlds. The interaction between human and
computer only constitutes a small part of an emergent socio-technical
system. Of special interest to a scholar of the Scandinavian school of
interaction design is the role of the participants as crucial contributors in
making these systems into what they are. How do we understand the design
of socio-technical systems as something more than the design of any IT-
applications? What happens to the role of the designer in these systems and
is it possible to formulate design methods based on an in-depth
understanding of the social aspects of virtual worlds?

In the description of the New Arenas for Social Interaction project we
specified the aim of the project as studying the meaning of virtual worlds
from a cultural and social perspective and to formulate design principles
based on this knowledge (Stolterman and Jakobsson 1997). My approach
has been exploratory in nature which implies that the research process is
allowed to generate new questions. As a starting point I simply wanted to
know what it was that made the virtual worlds tick. I wanted an explanation
to why all these people chose to spend all this time there and the existing
computer mediated communication theories did not supply one.

From the general question of what constitutes the attraction of virtual
worlds, I came to involve myself in questions about what the more stable
properties of social interaction in virtual world are and their relation to social
interaction in the physical world. This part of my work is mainly presented
and discussed in chapter four and is of course returned to in the conclusions.
It is also the source of the prologue and interludes two and three. The

prologue, interludes, and epilogue are used as means to present empirical
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material in a way that allows the reader to at least get a taste of what kind of
experiences long-term engagement in virtual worlds can bring, something
that is easily lost if the presentation of the empirical material is too
fragmented. A similar approach applied to the study of MUD:s can be found
in Schaap (2002) and to some extent in Dibbell (1998), Markham (1998),
and Kendall (2002).

Throughout this work, I have been involved in designing and
constructing worlds as well as studying the social interaction in them. In
chapter five I look at the existing theory contributions on virtual world
design. Through Michael Heim’s phenomenologically grounded theoretical
and practical framework, I try to formulate an alternative to the dominating
engineering and architectural perspectives in my interacture model for virtual
world design. Chapter five builds on the conclusions of chapter four and is
meant as a continuation rather than a separate part of my work. It is only in
the way that I have grounded my design studies in an empirical
understanding of the social interaction that I believe I can make a
contribution to the field of virtual world design. In chapter six I collect the
main points I make throughout the book, and based on these I try to
formulate a description of social interaction design.

In conclusion, the aim of this book is the following:

a) To explore the possibilities of using ethnographic studies as the
foundation for a participant centered design approach.

b) To investigate the persistent qualities of social interaction in
virtual worlds.

¢) To formulate a model for virtual world design based on social
interaction as the fundamental building material.

d) To merge the findings from a-c into a general approach to the

study and design of socio-technical systems.






INTERLUDE ONE

VIRTUAL BIRTH
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When entering a virtual world for the first time, people normally feel
disorientated and constricted, not to say lost and helpless. This can be seen
as a vague reverberation of what it felt like to enter the physical world as a
newborn baby. The infant does not know how to see, move, or even that it
has a body of its own. To enter a virtual world is to experience some of the

same challenges but on a different scale.

Benny can you come here Anne-Frid?
Anne-Frid am a little confused about where I am
Benny but you're here

Benny wherever that is?

The first question asked is often: Where am I? This can be interpreted
geographically, as we normally do, but in this situation it can also mean:
Where and what is my 'I'? The question then becomes an attempt to
establish what T’ constitutes. Do the participants each have their own points
of view and do they have separate bodies? This uncertainty is normally
resolved by seeing other bodies moving around. The next issue then becomes
to move ones own body and through the unfolding of the dormant
possibilities of the technology, slowly easing into the ontology of the virtual

world.

Benny look in the same direction as me

Benny a big white thing sprawls out in front of me

Agneta How do I know in which direction you’re looking

Benny  well, you'll have to check which direction my head is facing

Agneta Ahaaa

Just as we can never fully grasp the ontology of the physical world, the
virtual worlds also elude a clean and clear-cut understanding. As a
consequence of this I have found that the participants tend to construct what
I would like to call personal cosmologies. These cosmologies do not exist as
all-encompassing systems of belief, but surface in fragments when
participants are questioned about their conceptual view of the world. The
cosmologies are constantly redefined as the participants make new
experiences and vary substantially between different individuals. Even within
the fairly homogenous group of IT researchers these examples originate

from, there were no two cosmologies that matched.
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To understand the place of the personal cosmologies, one must
understand the importance of the act of interpretation in virtual worlds.
Laurel (1993) and Matsuba (1999) both point out that our experiences with
virtual environments are not mainly about perception but about cognition.
In the following extract Agneta tries to link her virtual existence to different

components of the system.

Agneta  if my client crashes, I will disappear

Agneta  if the server crashes, the world will disappear

Benny sometimes you are looking at your watch, is that something that you
can control from the client?

Agneta to some extent, I can’t control that particular thing right now...

Agneta is right in assuming that there is a connection between the
software client and the avatar as well as between the server application and
the virtual world. But she is not sure where the limits for her control over the
personal avatar lies. This influences her in several ways. It affects her
perceived possibilities of acting in the world. It also has an impact on her
perceived possibilities of designing her self-representation. Finally, it can also
influence her perception of others.

Another participant, Anne-Frid, mentioned that she felt uncomfortable
when Benny waved his fist at her when she was unable to answer a question.
She was unsure if the action was the result of Benny pushing his angry
button or if it was part of an automatic movement script. The actual reason
for this behavior was that Benny’s avatar used a script for automatic
movements that originally was created for another avatar. When it was
applied to Benny’s (rather chubby) avatar body it sometimes looked like he
was waving his fist when he was supposed to be scratching his head.

Except for having an impact on being in virtual worlds, the personal
cosmologies also show how much this activity actually is about being, and
how far it is from a traditional mode of using software tools. Compare
Agneta’s multi-layered and subjective picture of the system with the
cosmology of the Maya culture.

Benny If you change your name, where do you think that registers?

Agneta  in the world, the server computer

Benny then, maybe I (who control the server) can change your name?
Agneta  No, there is a meta-server that controls the universe. In this case
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Eduverse
Benny Are we in Eduverse now?
Agneta  oops, that’s right, no we aren’t
Agneta There are several universes. ..

The Maya believed that 13 heavens were arranged in layers above the
earth, which itself rested on the back of a huge crocodile or reptilian
monster floating on the ocean.®

As we can see, the personal cosmologies sometimes bear a close
resemblance to traditional cosmologies. One reason for this match is that the
designers of the system have decided to use worlds and universes as their
guiding metaphor. The match does, however, stretch beyond structure to
also incorporate function. The virtual worlds have no pre-defined function
or specific meaning or goal. In this way they resemble the physical world. It
is open to the participants to bring meaning to these places through
whatever practices they choose to conduct. Their behavior cannot be
described as users using tools. This becomes most obvious in our logs when
Anne-Frid suddenly gets unsure if the world might not be a tool after all.
The being breaks down to using through a gap in the personal cosmology,
but she is assured by Agneta that she can rely on the world really behaving

like a world rather than like a tool.

Anne-Frid I get a little nervous
Anne-Frid  can we just shut down?

Agneta yes

Anne-Frid  will it get saved?

Agneta let’s hope so!

Anne-Frid  yes, I'm such a slow builder...

Agneta I hope it’s here when we meet here again

Anne-Frid  Me too!!!

The participants made insights into the possibilities of virtual worlds, not
only based on their understanding of the worlds, but also based on their
personal desires. The virtual world technology is very potent and multi-
faceted, and different people coming in contact with the technology perceive

different possibilities depending on their own pre-dispositions.

® Encyclopzdia Britannica Online <http://www.britannica.com/> (9 March 2006).
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The notion of technology as a mode of revealing (Heidegger 1977)
brings new light to these encounters with technology. Participants coming in
contact with virtual worlds can see something previously hidden, which can
have a strong impact on them as exemplified in the following quote from
Heim: “[It] is the spine-tingling chill that comes from the realization of how
small our finite perceptions are in the face of the infinity of possible, virtual
worlds we may settle into and inhabit” (Heim 1993, 137).






CHAPTER TWO

VIRTUAL WORLDS DEFINED
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STAND BY FOR THE ESTABLISHING SHOT

Up to this point I have referred to virtual worlds as my object of study
without attempting to describe what a virtual world is. Before I go any
further I need to provide a definition in order to be clear about what I am, as
well as what I am not, talking about. This section is structured like an onion.
In a process of filling the concept with certain attributes, I will be peeling off
layer after layer of what a virtual world is not, until I eventually reach a core
consisting of my definition of the term.

Once we have reached a definition of what a virtual world is, I will
describe the three virtual world systems I have engaged with throughout the
course of this study in some more detail. My aim here is to situate the reader
in the context of my work by establishing a common frame of reference in
terms of definitions, terminology, and technology. I want to make sure that
the reader has at least a rudimentary understanding of how the technological
framework for virtual worlds functions. I also want the reader to know what
I am referring to when I use certain terminology.

The chapter concludes with a run-through of the different projects that
together make up the source material that this book is built on. This is
included to help the reader see what I have done as opposed to what I have
found out, which will be the focus for the rest of the chapters where
observations from the different projects are interleaved in driving my
arguments forward. In other words, if this book was a sitcom scene, this
chapter would be the establishing shot, the short clip showing the exterior of
an apartment building before we are taken inside and the action proper

begins.

WHAT IS A VIRTUAL WORLD?

Let us start out with the concept of cyberspace. It was coined by the science
fiction author William Gibson in the novel Neuromancer (1984). The idea
for the name came from a line of supercomputers called Cyber that were
manufactured by Control Data Corporation. In the novel it was used as a
metaphor for conceptualizing the non-physical realm of information flows.

This is how Gibson describes it in an often quoted passage:
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A conceptual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate
operators, in every nation, by children being taught mathematical
concepts. ... A graphical representation of data abstracted from the
bank of every computer in the human system. Unthinkable
complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind,
clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights receding. (Gibson
1984, 51)

According to Sterling (1993) it was John Perry Barlow who first adopted
Gibson’s concept for use of all kinds of perceived technological spaces.
Barlow stated that cyberspace “is where you are when you're talking on the
telephone” (Rucker, Sirius, and Queen 1993). Featherstone and Burrows
(1995) differentiate between Gibsonian cyberspace and Barlowian cyberspace
but, as is evident in the following quote, Gibson himself seems to have
adopted Barlow’s definition. “I think in a very real sense cyberspace is the
place where a long distance telephone call takes place” (Josefsson 1995).

With this definition, cyberspace works as a very broad term
incorporating a large number of different technologies. But to belong to the
subset of cyberspace that I call virtual worlds the system has to support
synchronous multi-user interaction, which for instance rules out e-mail since
it is asynchronous and instant messaging which is one-to-one
communication rather than the many-to-many communication implied by
the term multi-user. It also rules out all kinds of non-interpersonal
interaction technology from ftp to single-player computer games.

Further, a virtual world has to offer a persistent spatial environment with
some kind of iconic representations of the participants. Network computer
games like Quake and Unreal have many of the characteristics of a virtual
world but since the environments only exist for the duration of the gaming
session, they lack the persistence of a virtual world. In a persistent world, you
can expect changes and developments to still be there the next time you log
on. The world is never resets.

There are games that offer persistence, like Everquest and World of
Warcraft, and thus fit the definitions of a virtual world. This genre of games
goes by the acronym MMOG which stands for massively-multiplayer online
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games.'® As we will see later on, MMOGs share many socially emergent
characteristics with the general-purpose worlds which leads me to think that
it makes sense to cluster these systems together analytically although they are

created and designed for different purposes.

Figure 3. Two of my avatars. The one on the left comes from the MMOG Everguest and the

one on the right is the homemade avatar I used in The Palace.

The iconic representation of a player can be anything from a simple name
tag to very elaborate graphical avatars (see figure 3). The representation does
not have to take the form of a body. The yellow puck in Pac Man is an

iconic representation of the player in that game."" The reason I use the word

10 This kind of game is sometimes referred to as MMORPGs where RP stands for role-playing,
but since the role-playing element often is of minor importance, the RP part of the acronym is
less appropriate.

" The game was originally called Puck Man but on its US release as an coin operated arcade
game it proved too easy to alter that name into something completely inapropriate with the help
of a black marker, so the name was changed to Pac Man. <http://nintendoencyclopedia.
moonfruit.com/puckman> (9 March 2006).
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iconic is that I do not see video conferencing systems and other systems
where there is a captured rather than constructed mediation of the
participants to each other as virtual worlds. Iconic representations of
characters have particular properties — some of which have been analyzed by
McCloud (1999) in reference to comic book characters. He makes a strong
case for what he calls amplification through simplification. By focusing on
the significant details, an artist can amplify meaning in a way that realistic
art cannot. Concepts are prioritized over detail to enhance the function of
the representation. The line between captured and constructed mediations is
very hard to draw. A system that makes use of still images of the participants’
faces or that transmits the spoken words of the participants still falls within
my definition, but I do believe that it is when the actual voice, face and body
is replaced with an iconic representation that some of the typical virtual
world characteristics become most evident.

A chat room is not a virtual world because it does not fulfill the criteria
of spatiality. Although a chat room could be seen as spatial in that it is
described as a room, it does not fit my definition of a virtual world because
there is no possibility to navigate the space as a participant. So even if the
participants have a representation of themselves in the form of a handle, a
nickname, that is present in the chat room, the spatial metaphor is very
weak. If several chat rooms are tied together to form a building, then the
spatiality is strengthened and especially if there is a structure that keeps the
rooms connected to each other in a certain way, so that leaving one room in
one direction will result in entering a specific other room, the system is well
on its way to fit my description. Consequently, MUDs are virtual worlds
according to my definition. There are, however, important differences
between the graphical, and the text-based worlds — not least when it comes
to designing them — and the studies I have based this dissertation on are all
done in graphical virtual worlds. While I have made extensive use of research
from text-based systems made by other researchers, my own contribution is
limited to graphical virtual worlds. When I say virtual worlds, the graphical

variation is implied.

Definition: A virtual world is a synchronous, multi-user system
that offers a persistent spatial environment for iconically
reprexmted participants.
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I have chosen to use the term virtual worlds mostly because it is
reasonably well established and because it is less often used for other similar
things. Other suggestions include avatar-based online shared virtual
environments (Rossney 1996) and online multi-user virtual reality
(Schroeder, Heather, and Lee 1998). Heim (1993) has noted that the choice
of terminology in the United States seems to be connected to different
research institutions where, for instance, NASA and MIT prefer virtual
environments and the universities of Washington and North Carolina use
virtual worlds. Others tend to go with names based on virtual reality, a term
coined by California based Jaron Lanier. My preference does not, however,
mean that I find the words themselves unproblematic. The word ‘virtual’ is
often understood as an antonym to real and, as I will argue later, I believe
virtual worlds to be perfectly real. Here, the word virtual should only be
understood as the antonym to physical. The word ‘world’ seems to imply
something vast but there is nothing in my definition about the required size
of a virtual world. In fact, many virtual worlds are quite small, often more or
less the size of a house.

The term world can also evoke a sense of separation from the real world.
Again, this is misleading. Participants in virtual worlds tend to weave their
participation in the physical and virtual worlds together in a seamless
manner. Instead we can think of world as suggesting a certain open-
endedness. Even if a virtual world has a very specific theme or purpose, it is
also a social space where we live our everyday lives.

I believe that the visual properties of virtual worlds are important for the
experience they provide. Likewise, I find the step from two-dimensional to
three-dimensional graphics to be a qualitative rather than a quantitative leap.
Since I think there is a strong correlation between having experienced virtual
worlds first-hand and being able to understand them, I have had my doubts
about how well the experience can be mediated through a book. I know
from experience that people (students and faculty members alike) who only
have read about virtual worlds often are left harboring grave misunderstand-
ings about the actual workings of the systems discussed. Images are a good
way of dissolving many of these misunderstandings so I have tried to use

them extensively throughout the book. They can, however, not replace the
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experience of actual interaction in virtual worlds so I strongly recommend

anyone reading this that yet has not set foot in a virtual world to do so.

SYNCHRONOUS OR MICRO-ASYNCHRONOUS?

I began my definition of virtual worlds by pointing out that the interaction
is synchronous. This is true in the technical sense of the term, but in the
systems that I have studied where the participants communicate by typing
messages on their keyboards, a phenomenon occurs that I believe to be of
significance to the nature of the interaction. While the communication often
is quite rapid and people who lack good typing skills, or try to express
themselves in longer passages of text, often feel crushed by the muldi-
threaded often slightly chaotic conversation, there still is a difference

compared to spoken interaction.

Micro-Asynchronous

Synchronous | Voice chat = Text chat Instant messaging E-mail Asynchronous

Figure 4. Micro-asynchronous forms of communication. Developed from Sveningsson (2001).

When you type your messages, you can spend an extra moment thinking
over what to say, how to formulate it, even spell check a word or perhaps
decide not to say it at all. The text-based chat introduces a delay in the
system that does not exist in face-to-face communication. The system is
actually micro asynchronous rather than synchronous (see figure 4). This
difference is often overlooked, but I believe it to be central to the experience
of being in virtual worlds. Just as with the iconic representation of the
participants, I look at the text-based communication as having more of a
constructed, versus mediated, quality than vocal communication. I also
believe that there are certain qualities attached to making use of low
bandwidth solutions such as text chat instead of voice chat or avatars instead

of streaming video.
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THE SYSTEMS

My empirical studies have mainly revolved around three different virtual
world systems: The Palace, Active Worlds, and Everquest. These systems can
be seen as representing three stages in the evolution of graphical virtual
worlds, the two-dimensional worlds, the three-dimensional worlds and the
massively multi-player online game worlds. Other worlds belonging to the
first stage include Habitar and Worlds Away, the second stage also includes
Blaxxun’s Cybertown and Onlive Traveler and the third stage includes World
of Warcraft and Star Wars Galaxies among many others.

While I have at least tried all of the above mentioned systems (except for
Habitar) 1 have consciously opted for depth over breadth and spent
significant amounts of time in the three systems I chose to focus on. I will
now give a basic description of these systems. Rather than including similar
information in the description of each system, I will focus on the aspects of
the systems that make them special and are of particular interest in the

context of this dissertation.

The Palace

The Palace was originally opened for the public on November 15, 1995. It is
a two-dimensional graphical virtual world system where each world is built
by a number of interconnected rooms. The participants communicate by
typing text messages in the box located in the bottom left corner of the user
interface (see figure 5). The utterances are shown to the other participants
inside comic book style bubbles emanating from the avatar that is speaking.
By using a text-to-speech module it is also possible to make the avatars speak

the messages in a synthetic voice.
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Figure 5. The interface of The Palace with the briefcase and log window open on a high-

resolution screen.

Each room consists of a gif image backdrop. The avatars are best
described as digital paper dolls that are superimposed on top of the
backdrop. Each participant also has a suitcase filled with body parts and
other small graphical components called props that can be worn, placed in
rooms or given to other participants. An unregistered participant can only
use the default set of props while registered participants can make props and
avatars from any digital image. Registered participants also get to choose
their own nickname instead of being called Guest followed by a random
number generated when logging in. A script language enables participants to
partially automate the behavior of their avatar. A certain word can, for
instance, trigger a reply, a movement, or some kind of graphical effect. The
rooms can also be fitted with scripts that for instance make a coffee cup prop
appear if someone click on the coffee maker.

The worlds are hosted locally by the world owners. A world owner is by
definition the god of that server. A participant logging in to the world with
the god password is granted full permission to use all the functions in the
client and server software including the shutdown command which terminates

the server program and kills the world. The god can grant other participants
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permission to use a number of construction and law enforcement functions
by giving them the wizard password.

A wizard has access to all the functions needed to create new rooms and
delete existing ones. Wizards can also lock participants in place with the pin
command, silence them by issuing the mute command. A participant that
behaves very badly can be thrown off the server with the kil command and
kept from re-entering with the ban command. Although the Palace system is
highly distributed with autonomous world servers, there is a central server
that controls all the participants logging in to any palace against a database
to check if the participant is a registered palace member. This feature can be
used to ban a person not only from one specific Palace world, but from the
whole Palace universe.

After having tried out different business models to make 7he Palace
profitable including membership fees and banner commercials, the owners
of the technology, Communities.com shut down their servers in January
2001." This did, however, not mean the end of 7he Palace because a group
of enthusiasts took over the maintenance of the system as a non-profit
endeavor and as of this writing there are numerous prospering Palace worlds

still up and running.

Active Worlds

Active Worlds started out as a single world — Alpha World — which was made
publicly accessible June 28, 1995. At the time, the existing IT infrastructure
was not on par with the requirements of this system. While Alpha World
still exists and is the largest world in the Active Worlds universe, it is now one
of over a thousand different worlds in the main universe. Added to this are
more than a hundred worlds in a special universe dedicated to educational
activities called Eduverse. In 1997 the original owners of the system Worlds
Inc. sold it to Circle of Fire, a group partially consisting of the original

developers of the system. In 1999 the system was again sold to a company

"2 The company information was taken from Avatar Teleport: The Palace web page
<http://www.digitalspace.com/avatars/palace.html> (23 October 2003).
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that in connection to the acquisition changed its name to
Activeworlds.com.™

Active Worlds is a three-dimensional graphics system where objects and
avatars have height, width, depth and a position in the three-dimensional
space that makes up the world. Instead of being made up of separate rooms
as The Palace, each world is a continuous space. In order to limit the amount
of information that needs to be sent between servers and clients, each avatar
has a limited visibility range which can be adjusted by the user but is limited
to 2 maximum of two hundred meters. The environment is downloaded and

rendered based on what is within view.

0
®
B
7
7
.
8
n b
"
.
I
4
4
4
1

Domantiorrints ki (R 171686 5 v 30, 2001 VAT 1] vt 108 e

Figure 6. The user interface of the Active Worlds client.

The client software has a window showing a first- or third-person view of
the word, a chat interface, an integrated web browser and tabs with, among

other things, a list of the worlds, a contact list, and saved teleportation spots

'3 Information taken from Mauz’s Active Worlds Pages: History <http://mauz.info/awhistory.
html> (24 October 2003) and the official Active Worlds website <http://www.activeworlds.com>
(24 October 2003).
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(see figure 6). The user navigates through the environment using the arrow
keys. If the world has a ground plane it also has gravity. It is, however,
possible to fly and move through objects unless this feature has been turned
off by the world owner. Participants can travel through space by teleporting
or selecting an avatar in the contacts list and select the jon command. When
participants enter text in the chat window it is shown in the chat window of
the other participants as well as displayed above the head of the avatar.
Participants can also communicate privately by whispering or sending
telegrams.

On the first visit to Active Worlds you start out as a tourist and have
restricted possibilities regarding building, communication and choice of
avatar. To become a citizen you must register and pay an annual fee.™ You
can also buy your own world. As a world owner you can control some of the
properties of the world and what other participants can do in the world.

What separates Active Worlds from similar systems is the ease in which
participants can build things. Building is done interactively by using the
mouse to select, move, duplicate, or delete objects while being in the world.
Each world has a limited number of objects to choose from. To create an
instance of any of these objects you make a copy of an existing object and
rename it to the name of the object you want. New objects and avatars can
be constructed and made available in the world by the world owner.

The vastness of the Active Worlds universe is not matched in terms of
population. The number of simultaneous participants varies depending on
the time of day but would normally stay between a hundred and a couple of
hundred participants at the time of this study. While Active Worlds in many
ways is much more advanced than 7he Palace, the increased complexity also
leads to restrictions in content creation. While learning to make props,
avatars and even rooms in The Palace is fairly easy, developing content for
three-dimensional environments is much more demanding. There are also
functions in The Palace that are lacking in Active Worlds such as the briefcase
that is used to carry around props in 7he Palace.

14 This was later changed into a monthly subscription fee.
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Everquest

When Everquest went live on March 16, 1999, it set a new standard for the
scale and complexity of virtual world based games (see figure 7). It was
originally developed by Verant Interactive which later was bought by Sony
Online Entertainment. It is a game in which players battle a variety of
characters and creatures in the virtual world of Norrath. The game is built
on a client/server architecture with a real-time three-dimensional graphics
system similar to Active Worlds but with a closed graphics library.'® Everguest
took the role-playing genre of computer games to a new level of
technological sophistication. The response from the gaming community was
overwhelming, and a flood of similar games has followed establishing a new

genre of computer games, the massively multiplayer online game (MMOG).

Figure 7. The Everquest interface.

'8 In contrast to The Palace and Active Worlds, there is no way for players to add objects, rooms
or buildings to the world.
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Everquest is one of the first and most successful massively multi-player
online games taking place in a fully three-dimensional world with over 2.5
million copies of the game sold. At the peak of its popularity, around half a
million players were paying the monthly subscription fee and at times, over
100,000 players were logged in simultaneously.

At the release of the competitors Everquest 2 and World of Warcraft in
2004, the number of players dropped drastically and many of the servers
were merged with other servers to maintain a critical mass of players. Sozzy no
longer reveals their subscriber numbers, but based on estimates, the number
of subscribers has stabilized at roughly two thirds of the peak numbers.'®
The players are distributed over twenty-four servers including special servers
for player versus player and dedicated role-playing.

While there is limited demographic information about who is playing
this genre of games, studies indicate that it is not simply the stereotype
gamer (male adolescent) but actually a much broader segment of the
population. Women are purported to make up twenty to thirty percent of
the player base and the average age seems to be in the mid to upper twenties.
(Laber 2001; Yee 2003)

Much like old-style tabletop role-playing games, players create a
character by distributing ability points between characteristics such as
strength and intelligence. They also choose race such as human, halfling or
troll, a class such as warrior, shaman or wizard, a deity, and set a few other
parameters defining the appearance of their character such as sex and facial
features.

The participants wander a vast terrain covering a number of continents
which are divided into a large number of zones. When a player hits a zone-
line there is a delay while the next zone is loaded. Monsters cannot follow
players across zone-lines. The objective of the game is to advance the
character by increasing its experience and skills by killing beasts and
performing quests, and to equip the character with increasingly better

weapons, clothes and other items.

6 Numbers taken from the official Everquest website < http://www.everquest.com> (25 October
2003), MMOG Chart <http://www.mmogchart.com/> (2 November 2005), and Persisten
Online Worlds List <http://hem.passagen.se/ulkis/onlineworlds/index.html> (24 October
2003).
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Players cannot kill each other except for on the dedicated player versus
player server. Instead, the game is designed in a way that requires players to
cooperate to be able to advance and prosper. A defining characteristic of the
game is that the character always can be developed further; there is no way of
winning the game. Experience is measured in levels and currently the highest
level is seventy, which typically takes over a year of playing to reach, but even
after that there are still many other ways to advance the character and there
is also the option of starting more characters. Many, if not most, of the
participants making up the current player-base have been playing the game
for several years.

Sony is continuously expanding the world through expansions — currently
there are eleven of them — which not only bring new continents to the
world, but also new races, classes and abilities. Old zones are continuously

revamped with changes both to the look and content.

THE PROJECTS

This dissertation is based on work in several different projects. As part of the
establishing framework I am attempting to create in this chapter, I will give a
short outline of the different projects in chronological order to help the
reader understand where the empirical material I use throughout the book

comes from.

New Arenas for Social Interaction

The first project was started in 1996 under the title New Arenas for Social
Interaction (NAFSI). This dissertation marks the end point of this project.
My advisor Erik Stolterman, and I are the only project participants but most
project activities have been carried out in cooperation with other researchers
and virtual world participants, most notably Vicki Popdan and T.L. Taylor.

The goal of the project as formulated in the project mission statement was:

We foresee a continued increase of the importance of virtual worlds
as arenas for social interaction and are therefore interested in studying
social consequences of design decisions on the technological level.
We have chosen an active explorative method where we participate in
the ongoing development and design of these new societies to first of
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all increase our understanding of the phenomena, and then also try to
give some advice on how to design virtual worlds that fit into, and
offer something positive to, our existing societal structures.'”

NAFSI has functioned as an umbrella project for later studies. When I
first started out, my focus was on The Palace. That part of the project ended
in 1999 but while I took on new design related projects in Active Worlds
(presented below) I kept on conducting studies of social interaction in
different virtual worlds. In 2002 I took up playing the game Everguest and
immediately found that the scale and longevity of this system offered
interesting opportunities to extend the work started out in The Palace and

later continued in Active Worlds.

Shaping Cyber Reality
The Shaping Cyber Reality project never came past the pre-study stage due

to lack of time and money to carry it through. It was nevertheless very
valuable for me in the development of this dissertation. The goal of the
project was to study the impact — or lack thereof — of decisions made by the
system designers, on the social level of the experience of the participants. By
social level | mean that we were interested in the impact o