Persistent World Online RPGs – Virtual Communities, Player Interaction and the Human Condition
MMORPGs – the latest gaming craze. Games like World of Warcraft and RF Online make huge revenues of the companies that run them. By creating these ‘virtual worlds’, they get people immersed, and then addicted to the game. But how much can we learn from these online communities?

First, what is a persistent world? This is a game environment that never gets shut off. Usually in games, the ‘world’ gets turned off when the user stops playing the game. These persistent worlds continue online, time still passes, and other users can continue playing in your absence. Essentially, your avatar is “asleep” as the world around it continues without you.

MMOs are examples of these worlds. You will start out with the most basic character that you will have to control, level up and mould as you see fit; this is one of the key features of an MMO. It is one of the many things that makes the games so addictive.

MMOs come in many forms, from cyberpunk (Neocron and Twilight War) to medieval/fantasy games (World of Warcraft and Endless Ages). To some people, the setting doesn’t matter – it’s the interactions (either positive or negative) with other people that they want. In these games, there are a number of possible interactions; some have “real world” counterparts.

· Vocal Interactions (usually via text)

· Trading
· Cash Flow
· Player vs. Player Combat

· “Cyber-ing”

· Group Activities

Vocal Interactions

As a race, humans are social animals. However, you will find that MMO players are usually not that social in the real world – and with the amount of time you need to play these games, it doesn’t help. But now they can interact with thousands of other people online, in the game.
The gamers are usually only talking about things that are relevant to the game world; getting a group, acquiring an item or cash, or “grinding”. Grinding is the act of doing a task over and over again, either to obtain an item or cash, or to level up your avatar.

Sometimes the game developers will add in the function to create a ‘clan’ or ‘guild’. These are groups of people that like to do game-related activities together, and will probably get on well. Communication in these guilds is usually more personal, asking about how your day was, etc. Some guilds even use external VOIP (voice over IP) programs to communicate verbally. Some strong friendships can be formed here, and can even lead to some of the members meeting up, usually at an event of some kind, such as Multiplay’s i-series events (large scale LAN) where they can game together.

This shows that real friendships can be formed online, despite the horror stories you hear about people meet up and it doesn’t go well.
Trading

Most MMOs rely heavily on player trading. Players can choose to specialise to be a ‘Trade skiller’, a character which is set up to perform a supporting role producing items or mastering a task. In Neocron, for example, you could try your hand at construction, but to do this, you would need a blueprint of the item. You would ask a Researcher to make a blueprint of the item for you, thus a constructor needs a researcher. 1 character could technically do both, but would be nowhere near as efficient as 2 specialised character. The highest level items in the game could only be obtained by killing mob NPCs (combat character needed here) and collecting pieces of technology. These were then researched, and then used to construct the item by the constructor. You would need the highest level constructor possible to get the highest quality item from the build. People would pay a lot of money to have a high-level constructor to make the item.
Some games allow you to create more than 1 character on the server, and this leads to ‘mule-ing’ (a separate character set up just to store items or master a trade skill ability). Obviously this is something which is not possible in real life, a person is usually good at a set number of tasks, and relies on others to assist in other areas. Mule-ing is generally frowned upon, as it reduces player interaction, and can destroy the virtual economy.

Trading can also occur directly; you might have an item someone else requires, and you trade it for another item, or for in game money. This can be dangerous; you could get scammed or ripped of in the virtual world, just as it is possible in the real world.

Sometimes it is possible to buy items with real money, though sites like eBay. This is blurring the (usually clear) line between the two worlds; real money is being used to by virtual items and money, which has no use in the real world.

Some companies (such as Blizzard) a cracking down on this activity, while others (for example Sony Entertainment) support this. Personally, I think it is a stupid activity, and Matt Royal agrees:

“People who spend money to buy gold or weapons or even to have their characters levelled up are just plain cheaters” – as quoted in a BBC Online article. The same article also says some experts, including lecturer and games consultant Professor Richard Bartle, who helped invent the first online multi-player game, agree. 

"Most of the players hate this kind of activity, really, really hate it. As far as they're concerned, they're playing a game, and if someone comes along and turns it from a game into work, they think: I work all day, and now my fun is being spoilt by these people buying success. You can't buy a gold medal and then claim you're the world high-jump champion. You have to jump something."
Cash Flow
Farming is the new thing in MMOs. People will pay others to do a task for them over and over again. There have been some issues with MMOs where people are buying in game currency with real life money, destroying the in game economy. Because there is more currency in the system than there should be, you get over inflation, similar to what happened to Germany in 1923. People who are not being supplied gold can no longer afford items or resources. World of Warcraft has an auction house, and the prices can be inflated very easily since the prices are items are controlled by the players themselves. The rich will get richer, and the poor will scrape by. Soon, the divide between the rich and poor becomes clearer; only the best equipped people are taken on for the bigger group activities to assure success, while the poorer players miss out. A “caste” system is formed, where the elitist players at the top, will not even want to interact with anyone they consider is not good enough. These are usually the people that play for PVP, and only PVP (see below).

Player vs. Player Combat

Player vs. Player, or PVP, combat is a big issue in MMOs. Some MMOs are based on it, and encourage it, such as Neocron, and some only allow it in an optional format, like the upcoming Star Trek Online MMO. This is the same with players; some will play just for the fun of PVP (extreme agon-type play), some will play for the fun of the game, and don’t want to take an active role in PVP (these people are usually referred to as ‘carebears’ by the PVPers). In real life, we are not meant to harm another person for any reason. We have laws punish us if we do. Some games have this built in, such as EVE Online. There is a police force present in the galaxy, and some solar systems are well protected, while some are free for all. You can attack someone in these sectors without retribution, but attack someone in a high security area and you will pay with your ship, and possibly your life.
This is the biggest difference between real life social interaction and game interaction – violence. MMOs are usually set up with opposing factions that are meant to fight each other, for land, resources, money or honour. In real life, this only happens in extreme cases, such as war. Wars are not generally encouraged in the real world.

“Cyber-ing”

“Cyber-ing” is the taboo of the internet. It is the internet version of phone sex. Neocron even had a /sex emote, typing that command made your avatar perform a pelvic thrust, stood up. This was usually used as a taunt; however it was comically used in the main gathering areas to perform “cyber”.

There are numerous examples of where 2 people, where they’re avatars are opposite genders, have been caught performing cyber chat. This is usually posted on the forums linked to the game in the form of screenshots, and the “male” character is usually ridiculed for the rest of their time in the game.
Even in real life, the subject of sex is still taboo to many people, and it is defiantly still taboo in games.

Group Activities

Most MMOs have group content, which relies on players getting together to accomplish a larger task that one person alone would find extremely difficult, if not impossible. In World of Warcraft, this is a key feature. Without these groups (which can be as big as 40 people) the end-game content is unreachable. No matter how much effort you put into the game, you will not be as good as someone who has done the end-game content and reaped the rewards.

In real life, group activities usually are more social, like going out for a drink, to a club, perhaps going paintballing. MMOs require you to do group work, and it feels less like fun, and more like hard work and it doesn’t appeal to a few people. Those who want to be the best of the best however will go though it all just to get that item that gives them the edge.
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