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Abstract 
 
 
Massively Multi-player Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs) such as Guild 

Wars and World of Warcraft are persistent virtual fantasy environments, which 

account for a large portion of the revenue generated by the games industry. 

Development of MMORPGs often involves significant costs in terms of funding, 

resources and people and an MMORPG requires a committed and stable player base 

in order to be successful. Due to these constraints, understanding why people choose 

to play MMORPGs and how players make use of the game environment can ensure 

that player behaviour is fully supported through effective game design. 

 

The purpose of this research was to explore whether current game design in 

MMORPGs supports player behaviour in social interactions and Team Work, and if 

not, to propose some ways to more fully support player activities in these areas. 

Participant observations were undertaken in order to develop a corpus of evidence of 

player behaviour in MMORPGs. The main study in this thesis provides detailed 

evidence of the social play behaviour of players in Guild Wars using a virtual 

ethnographic approach. The results of the ethnographic study revealed three foci of 

social behaviour in Guild Wars, which have been categorised as: the Marketplace, 

Team Work and Free Play. 

 

The Marketplace category of behaviour describes the ways that players make use of 

the game’s communication channels to engage in trade activities such as buying and 

selling in-game goods and services. The Marketplace also includes profession related 

activities such as joining guilds and sharing knowledge. The Team Work category of 

behaviour describes the activities of players in relation to teams: the language of 

teams, leadership, role negotiation and conflict resolution. These two types of play 

behaviour – the Marketplace and Team Work – represent instrumental play in Guild 

Wars. The language used in these situations changes as the nature of the community 

changes: it is open to new players and characterised by expertise in game mechanics 

and the use of jargon at high levels. Finally, the Free Play category of behaviour 

describes the social activities of players that is free-form and not governed by rules. 
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This type of play includes imaginary and fun play, as well as play that involves 

mockery and gamesmanship. The ethnography that was undertaken in Guild Wars 

was evaluated as to the quality of the study, using a concept analysis of player 

interactions which confirms the three foci as relevant to the player population in 

general.  

 

The final study in the research reported in this thesis was undertaken to contextualise 

the results within one of the more prominent descriptions of player behaviour: 

Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player types. This study demonstrated that Bartle’s 

taxonomy of player types was incomplete without Team Work, as Team Work is a 

significant aspect of play in most, if not all, currently available MMORPGs.   

 

The contributions of this thesis include demonstrating that many of the forms of play 

that exist in the real world are intrinsic forms within online games as well. In 

particular, players engage in forms of play that allow them to develop skills that are 

valuable to the game community, a type of play that is identified as “play as progress” 

by Sutton-Smith (2001). Players also engage in other forms of play, such as identity-

related play, imaginary play and play as power, which incorporates grief play 

identified in previous work (Bartle, 1996; Foo & Koivisto, 2004).  

 

The studies that were conducted for this thesis provide evidence that players in Guild 

Wars have developed a complex community with its own language and social norms. 

Many aspects of this community are supported by game design, but there are aspects 

which can be improved upon, an issue which applies to other MMORPGs. The 

implications for design of future MMORPGs are 1) designing to avoid profession 

imbalance, where the community of players both relies on and is antagonistic towards 

one player profession and 2) the need to fully support the expectations of the player 

community as play and social activities develop from simple and accessible to 

dependant on expertise and understanding of jargon. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 

Within the highly profitable video game industry, Massively Multi-player Online 

Games (MMOGs) are the fastest growing type of game, providing increasingly more 

revenue than single player games. A review of the market showed that in 2006, 

MMOGs reached a market value of US$1bn for the first time (Western World 

MMOG Market, 2007). Single player games are games where a player is able to 

complete all the game content without interacting with other players via an internet 

connection. In contrast, MMOGs are games that can support thousands of concurrent 

players within the same game world. Each player is represented in the world by an 

avatar and players are able to interact with other players in social, competitive and co-

operative ways. The world is usually persistent – it exists and changes, even if the 

player is not present. 

 

The business model that generally underlies MMOGs ensures that any game that can 

capture and retain a stable player base will be profitable for a long time. However, 

there are a number of problems related to developing and maintaining MMOGs. The 

technical issues involved in developing an MMOG are not insignificant. MMOGs 

require a stable and sturdy network structure, to ensure that game content is available 

to thousands of players concurrently. The data storage requirements are also 

considerable. There are also significant non-technical issues that affect MMOG 

developers, such as balancing the demands of dedicated players, who spend many 

hours a week playing the game, as well as providing an entertaining experience for 

casual game players. Keeping the dedicated players interested requires regular 

instalments of new content, which must be added in a way that does not disadvantage 

casual players. 

 

Given the difficulties associated with developing and maintaining an MMOG, 

ensuring that an MMOG is successful rests largely on understanding how players are 

using the game, both the content and more generally, the environment. Without this 

knowledge, developers are in a position of trying to provide an entertaining 
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experience for their player base without knowing the elements of the game that they 

are using. Therefore, it will be useful to build a detailed picture of the in-game 

behaviour of players to provide a basis on which to evaluate game design decisions in 

currently available MMOGs. 

 

1.1 Massively Multi-player Online Games 
 

There are many different types of MMOGs, the most common and well-known of 

which is the Massively Multi-player Online Role Playing Game (MMORPG). 

MMORPGs have all the characteristics of single player role playing games (RPGs): 

they are story-based games which progress through a series of quests or missions, 

where a player chooses a class of character and they usually contain a strong fantasy 

element. Some examples of popular Western MMORPGs include World of Warcraft 

(WoW), Everquest II (EQ2) and in Asia, Lineage II. The category of MMORPGs is 

expanding to include games that are based in a science-fiction type environment, such 

as Star Wars Galaxies and Eve Online. Other types of MMOGs include First Person 

Shooters (FPS), and Simulation games. 

 

Massively Multi-player Online First Person Shooter (MMOFPS) games focus heavily 

on the combat aspects of game play, with the storyline of secondary importance. 

Some single player games, such as Halo 2 and the Call of Duty series, also provide 

players with the option to play the game in a multi-player form that falls into the 

category of MMOFPS games. However, these games are a collection of multi-player 

games, rather than true MMOGs. Each game has a pre-set limit of players, usually 

between 16 and 30. There are generally thousands of instances of these games being 

played at the same time, meaning that they can be classified as MMOGs, even if they 

are not MMOGs in spirit. There are also a few games that can be classed as true 

MMOFPS games, such as World War II Online: Battleground Europe. There have 

only been a few successful MMOFPS games, as players are required to use very 

powerful computers to support the demands of a fast paced game that can 

accommodate thousands of simultaneous players.   
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One final type of MMOG is Simulation games. Simulation games are closer to virtual 

environments than games, as the emphasis of these games is on creating an 

environment that allows players to socialise with others. Players are usually able to 

create new content within the world, an activity that is generally not available to 

players of other types of MMOGs. Examples of Massively Multi-player Simulation 

games are The Sims Online, Second Life and Entropia Universe. The focus of this 

thesis is on MMORPGs, as they incorporate the social elements of MMO Sims, as 

well as the combat elements of MMOFPS games. 

 

1.2 Players in MMORPGs 
 

Research in the area of MMORPGs includes understanding and managing the 

technical aspects of creating and maintaining a game (Quimby, 2005; Skibinsky, 

2005a; 2005b). There has also been research devoted to the issue of how to manage 

the communities that form around MMORPGs (Williams & Postma, 2005) as well as 

the legal issues surrounding player creation and ownership of end game content 

(Humphreys, 2005a; Humphreys, Fitzgerald, Banks & Suzor, 2005). The area of 

MMORPG design is, as with single player games, more of a dark art, although it is 

becoming a research focus as attention is turning to how to attract and keep players 

(Rogers, 2005a; 2005b) and how to construct narratives in these spaces (Appelcline, 

2005). 

 

The area of player behaviour and motivation has become an area of interest, with 

regards to both single player and multi-player games. Player enjoyment of single 

player games has been examined as part of the research carried out by Sweetser and 

Johnson (2004) and more recently by Levy (2006). Research examining player 

behaviour in MMORPGs has focused on issues such as grief play (i.e. deliberately 

interfering with another player’s enjoyment of the game by “player-killing” or 

verbally harassing them) (Foo & Koivisto, 2004), without attempting to place this 

type of behaviour in the context of other styles of play. Other work has focused on 

developing a taxonomy of player types, which categorises player behaviour as either 

focused on the game world or on other players (Bartle, 1996). 
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One of the problems with Bartle’s (1996) study and the other major study in 

MMORPG player motivation (which is currently being carried out as part of the 

Daedalus Project, see for example Yee, 2007a) lies with the methodology. Bartle’s 

work relies on asking the players involved to categorise themselves as a particular 

type of player (Bartle, 1996). Yee’s on-going study of player motivation asks a self-

selecting group of MMORPG players to respond to questionnaires about why they 

play games and to explain in their own words their motivation. These questionnaires 

include questions such as “I can't stand those people who only care about leveling”, 

which biases users towards a specific response (Yee, 2002). It also appears that the 

qualitative evidence for the motivations Yee describes is based on single points of 

data, rather than as a result of data analysis arising from grounded theory (Glaser, 

1998) as claimed (Yee, 2007b). 

 

In summary, there is some work being carried out in the area of player motivation in 

MMORPGs, but to date there has been no published body of evidence of the complete 

range of social behaviour that players engage in when in-game. The present research 

addresses part of this gap as outlined in the next three sections. Single player 

behaviour (or solo play) in MMORPGs is outside the scope of this thesis.  

 

1.3 Understanding the Player 
 

The nature of MMORPG development indicates that an understanding of the 

behaviour of players who prefer this type of game needs to be formed. There is a need 

to develop a picture of the actions and interactions that players engage in when in-

game, so that developers can continue to support and encourage these actions. There 

is also a need to determine an appropriate methodology to approach this issue. The 

methodology needs to be able to extract detailed information about in-game player 

behaviour, as well as allowing for conclusions to be made about possible design 

approaches that can support player interactions. In addition, the methodology that is 

used needs to allow for the possibility that players do not always play an MMORPG 

the same way. Game play elements are a significant attraction of any game; it is also 

possible that people satisfy a number of different social needs when playing an 
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MMORPG. Therefore, the methodology needs to incorporate a game that allows these 

issues to be identified in detail and possibly in isolation from each other. 

 

Two of the three research objectives for this thesis, therefore, were to explore the 

behaviour of players in an MMORPG and to use and evaluate an appropriate 

methodology that allows a complete picture of social play to be formed. 

 

1.4 Thesis Aims: Ethnography in MMORPGs 
 

The specific aims of this thesis can be divided into three areas: first, choose and 

evaluate an effective methodology for in-game studies; second, explore player 

behaviour in a Massively Multi-player Online Role-Playing Game; and finally, 

identify any correspondences between player behaviour and the categories of player 

types. 

 

1.4.1 Methodology Choice – Ethnography in Guild Wars 
 

The first aim of this research was to determine an appropriate methodology for 

exploring player behaviour in an MMORPG. The approach that was chosen was to 

carry out a long term ethnographic study of players in an MMORPG. MMORPGs 

were chosen as the focus of the study as this type of game provided more insight into 

interactions between players than other types of MMOGs, such as First Person 

Shooters. Player interactions in an MMORPG can be focused on achieving mutual 

goals, which is less likely to occur in MMO Sims such as Second Life. The range of 

interactions that are available to players allows for a more fine-grained study of the 

types of social interactions that players engage in (see Chapter 3 for a detailed 

description of the methodology). The MMORPG that was chosen as the focus of the 

ethnographic study was Guild Wars. Guild Wars provides a rich environment in 

which to observe player behaviour, as the design of the game separates social areas 

from game play areas, which allows the possibility that player interactions are 

different in these areas and can therefore be categorised more easily. 
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Guild Wars is similar to the more popular World of Warcraft in many ways – both are 

fantasy based role playing games where player characters have access to a medieval 

level of technology and weaponry (i.e. swords, shields and wands). There are similar 

character classes and the process of levelling up and tailoring the statistics of the 

player character are similar. However, there are also a number of striking differences 

that ensure that the two games cannot be considered carbon copies of each other. In 

Guild Wars, players share the social hubs or towns, and inhabit their own instances of 

the game play areas, whereas all players in a realm share and compete for the same 

resources in World of Warcraft. It is a difficult process to move characters across 

realms in World of Warcraft, but very simple to do in Guild Wars, resulting in a more 

fluid player base and far less competition for resources in Guild Wars. Finally, 

opponent and quest design in World of Warcraft encourages players to progress 

through the game by themselves at lower levels of the game (Ducheneaut et al, 2006), 

while different choices were made in Guild Wars to ensure players start playing co-

operatively much earlier in the game. 

 

Every ethnographic study has limitations as well as strengths, and a recognised 

limitation of carrying out an ethnographic study solely through an MMORPG was that 

it was not possible to gather verifiable data about the players behind the avatars. A 

further aspect of the methodology which affected the outcome was that the observer 

was situated in-game, through an avatar and was therefore visible to other players. 

The observer was embedded within the environment and did not stand out as an 

observer, but was still able to engage in the participant-observer role of an 

ethnographer. Several different avatars were used at different points throughout the 

game. The reason behind this decision was to ensure that the experience level of the 

observer’s character was appropriate for the in-game area, ensuring that the observer 

was not singled out for undue attention. The effectiveness of the methodology was 

explored in two ways: 1) using discourse analysis (see Chapter 8) to provide an 

alternate perspective on the data and 2) through an evaluation of the ethnographic 

process. 
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1.4.2 MMORPG Player Behaviour 
 

The second aim of the ethnographic study was to explore player behaviour in an 

MMORPG. Three categories of player interactions were identified using a technique 

for generating concepts which involves iterating through evidence as it is collected, a 

process called grounded theory (Glaser, 1998, see chapter 9 for a full description; 

Charmaz & Mitchell, 2002). Grounded theory was applied to the players’ behaviour  

and context to derive a thick description (Geertz, 1973). A thick description allows an 

outside reader to gain an understanding of human behaviour in context; in this case 

the context is Guild Wars and the behaviour that was described was the varied 

interactions between players in the game. The first area of player behaviour identified 

through the ethnographic study was labelled as “The Marketplace” and included trade 

activities, guild recruitment and discussions relating to player professions (see 

Chapter 4). The second area of player behaviour that was identified was called “Team 

Work” and related to the behaviour of players in teams, generally with the goal of 

making progress through the game, the language of teams and exploring player 

behaviour when Team Work broke down (see Chapter 5). The final area of player 

behaviour that was identified was called “Free Play” and included social behaviour 

that players engaged in which demonstrated aspects of free-form play that occurs in 

the real world (see Chapter 6).  

 

1.4.3 Player Types and Behaviour 
 

The final research aim was to determine what correspondences, if any, could be 

identified between the player types and the player behaviour identified in the previous 

research objectives. The player types that were examined were those proposed by 

Bartle (1996) – Explorer, Achiever, Killer and Socialiser. The observations of player 

behaviour were evaluated as evidence for or against Bartle’s taxonomy of player 

types. It was concluded that the types of player behaviour categorised as Free Play 

and Marketplace-related could be situated within Bartle’s taxonomy, but that the other 

type of play, as displayed in Team Work, is an additional aspect of play that needs to 

be incorporated into Bartle’s taxonomy, as a way of describing instrumental play in an 

MMORPG. 
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1.5 Thesis Structure 
 

The studies undertaken for this thesis were carried out with the aim of furthering the 

understanding of player behaviour in MMORPGs and to determine how to use this 

evidence to inform the game design which supports this behaviour. The background 

for these studies is first explored (see Chapter 2), which situates the state of research 

into MMORPGs and more generally, video games. Following from the examination 

of relevant issues, the methodology of the studies is presented (see Chapter 3), which 

consists of information about the context and process of undertaking an ethnographic 

study of players in Guild Wars. The methodology also sets the stage for the evaluation 

of the quality of the ethnographic study after the results have been presented. After the 

methodology has been established, the three foci of the ethnographic study are 

described. 

 

The first focus of the ethnographic study was the way in which players use the game 

as a Marketplace to trade goods and currency, to join guilds with similar interests and 

as a location to discuss their chosen profession with other players (see Chapter 4). 

The second focus demonstrated the way that players engage in the “work” of the 

game. This type of behaviour is that which is associated with the teams that players 

form in order to progress through the game (see Chapter 5). These two foci form the 

body of instrumental, or goal-oriented, rule-bound play that was observed in-game. 

The final focus was the way in which players engage in fun and play activities that are 

not directly related to game play, but are activities that can still be identified as play 

(see Chapter 6). This type of play is not rule-bound, unlike the previous two forms of 

play. These foci of the ethnographic study can be explored in any order, although they 

are presented in the order that they emerged from the evidence. 

 

Following the three foci of player behaviour is an evaluation of the quality of the 

ethnographic study, using discourse analysis (see Chapter 7). The types of behaviour 

observed in Guild Wars are then situated within Bartle’s taxonomy of player types 

(see Chapter 8).  
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1.6 Thesis Contribution 
 

The research undertaken for this thesis consisted of developing a body of evidence of 

player behaviour in MMORPGs. The contributions of note are: 

 

• Thorough ethnographic study carried out in Guild Wars, aimed at compiling a 

body of evidence describing player behaviour in-game (chapters 4, 5 and 6) 

• Analysis and discussion of the data gathered in the ethnographic study to 

provide insight into three types of player behaviour in Guild Wars: 

o Players used the game as a Marketplace to trade items, services and 

knowledge (chapter 4) 

o Players engaged in activities that constituted purposeful Team Work, 

including team formation, role negotiation, conflict resolution and 

developing complex game-related jargon (chapter 5) 

o Players engaged in social play that was less rule-bound than the 

previous two types of play, including make-believe play and play 

activities that were just for fun (chapter 6) 

• Evaluation of virtual ethnography in terms of its strengths (such as access to 

contextualised information about player behaviour) and weaknesses (such as 

lack of access to information about player motivations) as a method for 

providing information about player behaviour 

• Identifying that team play, as identified in this thesis, provides an additional 

dimension of behaviour to previous work on player types in MMORPGs. 

(chapter 8) 

 

This thesis represents an addition to the literature on player behaviour, both real and 

virtual, thus adding to knowledge in the fields of anthropology and game studies. The 

research presented here provides an ethnographic look at a community of players in 

an MMORPG, with a focus on group play and communicative norms. The purpose of 

the research was to document and contextualise instrumental and free play in a 

complex online community, showing the depth and breadth of play activities. 

Anthropologically, these activities mimic play in the real world and are thus becoming 

an important part of the culture of play. For the field of game studies, this thesis has 
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shown that people make use of an environment designed for play to create a complex 

and dynamic community. Without directly informing game design, this knowledge 

has implications for future attempts at creating online games that also function as 

communities of purpose. 

 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 11

Chapter 2 

 

The Games People Play 

 

The major aim of this thesis was to explore the behaviour of players in MMORPGs. 

Before undertaking research to address this issue, it is necessary to review the current 

state of research into games. In particular, the issues that will be addressed are 

defining games and play, exploring games within popular culture and gender in games 

(section 2.1). These issues either affect the research that was undertaken or are 

affected by the results, and therefore need to be examined in order to situate the 

following research. The field of MMOG related research is then explored in general 

terms (section 2.2), before the research on players and player behaviour in MMOGs is 

described in detail (section 2.3). Finally, current work in designing MMOGs is 

explored (section 2.4). The purpose of this review is to provide context for the studies 

that were undertaken for this thesis.  

 

2.1 Overview of Game Research 
 

Game research is a rapidly expanding area of research, attracting the attention of 

researchers from many different fields. Game research is inherently inter-disciplinary, 

involving experts from information technology, psychology, sociology, education, 

film and literature studies and many more. Research areas include the effect of violent 

games on teenagers (Goldstein, 2005), exploring the potential benefits of educational 

games (Prenksy, 2005), gender and gaming (Richard & Zaremba, 2005; Bryce & 

Rutter, 2005; Taylor, 2006), game addiction (Gunter, 2005) and the role of games 

within popular culture (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). Of these areas, only gender and 

games within popular culture will be explored in depth, as they provide context for the 

research. 
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2.1.1 Defining Games 
 

One issue that has provoked attention is the question of how to define a game, and by 

extension, how to define video games (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004; Aarseth, 

Smedstad, & Sunnanå, 2003; Smuts, 2007). A corollary issue has been how to define 

the activity that people engage in with respect to games, that is how to define the idea 

of play. The difficulty hinges on providing a definition that is general enough to 

include the artefacts that are recognisable as games, and excludes those that cannot 

really be considered games. An example of the problems faced in this area can be 

seen in the definition of games by Parlett (quoted in Salen & Zimmerman, 2004: 74), 

who stated that: 

  
“A formal game has a two-fold structure based on ends and means” 

 

where the terms ends and means were defined as: 

 
“Ends – it is a contest to achieve an objective” 

“Means – it has an agreed upon set of equipment and of procedural rules” 
 

The two main problems with this definition are that there is no mention of the 

enjoyment of the game, which is implicitly understood in the term and that the 

definition is general enough that it can include activities other than playing a game. 

 

Salen and Zimmerman (2004) provide a summary definition that, although not widely 

regarded as sufficient (Smuts, 2007), may be satisfactory as a working definition for a 

large range of games. They state: 

 
“A game is a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that 

results in a quantifiable outcome.” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004: 80) 

 

Of the many virtual worlds that are currently available, this thesis will examine only 

those that fit within this specific definition of a game (i.e. a system where players 

engage in an artificial conflict). Therefore, virtual worlds such as Second Life, There 

and Entropia Universe are outside the scope of the discussion, due to their open-
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ended nature and lesser reliance on artificial conflict. MMORPGs, such as Guild 

Wars, World of Warcraft and EverQuest II are included in this scope, as they are 

games that focus on conflict between players or between the player and the 

environment, and have a quantifiable outcome, although the outcome differs markedly 

between games. 

 

2.1.2 Defining Play 
 

Part of the definition of a game provided by Salen and Zimmerman (2004) above is 

the emphasis on the people who are involved in the artificial conflict – the players. 

One aspect of understanding games and the activities that take place within a game (in 

particular, the activities that are undertaken in MMORPGs such as Guild Wars and 

World of Warcraft) is defining the activity called play. One definition of play was 

provided by Caillois (1961) and involves two dimensions. The first dimension 

describes the types of play, and the second dimension describes the strength of the 

rules associated with the play. The four types of play are Agôn, Alea, Mimicry and 

Ilinx. Agôn is competitive play, where the object of the play activity is to achieve 

victory over other players or the game system. Alea is chance-based play, where fate 

or chance controls the outcome of the play activity. Mimicry is role-playing and 

make-believe play, where the imagination or creativity of the player influences the 

direction of the play. Finally, Ilinx is vertigo or physically-based play, where the play 

focuses on the player’s experience of their surroundings (Caillois, 1961). 

 

The second dimension in Caillois’ categorisation of play describes the strength of the 

rules that are associated with play. Paida is free-form, improvisational play and Ludus 

is rule-bound, formalised play. These are not discrete categories, instead they form a 

continuum from free-form to rule-bound play. Combining the two dimensions 

provides eight classifications of play (see Table 1, which includes examples of 

activities exemplifying each type of play). 
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Table 1 Caillois' Classification of Play 

 Paida Ludus 

Agôn (Competition) Wrestling Chess, Football 

Alea (Chance) Rolling dice Card games 

Mimicry (Simulation) Imitation Film & Theatre 

Ilinx (Vertigo) Dancing Tightrope walking 

 

Caillois’ (1961) definition of play helps to further define the activities that players 

engage in when participating in the game play aspects of an MMORPG. Generally, 

the play activities in MMORPGs such as Guild Wars consist of rule bound play which 

combines elements of Mimicry and Agôn. The fairly tightly rule bound play can be 

seen in the rules that govern how players interact with each other (explored further in 

chapters 4 and 5). 

 

Caillois’ (1961) definition of the four types of play further provides more detail of the 

player activities that take place in Salen and Zimmerman’s (2004) definition of a 

game as an artificial conflict involving players. The artificial conflict can consist of 

activities involving competition, chance, simulation, vertigo-based play or some 

combination of all four. Further, the rules indicated by Salen and Zimmerman (2004) 

can bound the play activities tightly (i.e. Ludus) or loosely (i.e. Paida). Another way 

of classifying how rule bound a type of play is uses the terms “instrumental play” to 

describe rule bound, goal oriented play and “Free Play” to describe free-form, 

inventive play (Dormans, 2006). 

 

2.1.3 Narratology and Ludology 
 

An alternative view of understanding how an MMORPG is constructed, and how 

players engage with each other through this space, lies in exploring aspects of game 

design that influence player behaviour. There are two main approaches to studying 

game design: Narratology (Jenkins, 2003) and Ludology (Aarseth et al, 2003). The 

fundamental claim of Narratology is that the design of a video game depends on the 

way the narrative is structured. Conversely, Ludology explores the mechanics of the 

game without specifically focussing on the narrative. Initially, the two approaches 
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appeared to be alternate approaches to understanding and constructing a game 

(Aarseth, 2001; Frasca, 1999; Frasca, 2003; Juul, 2000; Pearce, 2005; Ryan, 2001). 

More recently, research has shown that patterns in game mechanics can be associated 

with specific approaches to narrative, indicating that the two can co-exist (Brand & 

Knight, 2005). 

 

Four types of narrative (or story) have been identified in games: evoked, enacted, 

embedded and emergent (Jenkins, 2003). Evoked narratives rely on the player’s 

familiarity with elements of the story from other arenas, such as real world brands like 

Tiger Woods Golf. Enacted narratives rely on the player to progress the story, through 

the actions that they take. Many single player games, such as Doom 3, Halo: Combat 

Evolved and The Elder Scrolls: Oblivion have strong enacted narratives. Embedded 

narratives use the game environment to progress a story, by embedding information in 

the structures that surround the player. The most common examples of embedded 

narratives can be found in horror or survival games that rely on atmosphere, such as 

the Silent Hill and Resident Evil series of games, where clues about the story and past 

events are embedded in the environment. Finally, emergent narratives occur in games 

where the player is given the building blocks to create their own narrative, but none is 

provided by the game designer. Entertainment simulations such as The Sims and 

SimCity are examples of emergent narratives (Jenkins, 2003; Brand & Knight, 2005). 

The conflict that exists in these games (necessary according to Salen and 

Zimmerman’s (2004) definition) arises from the need to balance restricted resources 

and the needs of the player’s Sims or the residents in a SimCity. 

 

Ludology consists of five dimensions that combine to describe the mechanics of a 

game. The five dimensions are: 1) space, 2) time, 3) player structure, 4) player control 

and 5) game rules (Aarseth et al, 2003). In general terms, space describes the 

topography of the game and the perspective of the player (i.e. first person or third 

person). The time mechanic outlines the pace of the game and whether the game is 

turn based (i.e. arbitrary time) or real time. Player structure indicates whether the 

game is single or multi player. Player control describes the effect of in-game rewards 

on player behaviour, how often players can save their progress and the amount of 

determinism in the game. The final mechanic describes the types of rules that are 

associated with the game: topological, time-based and objective-based. Topological 
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rules are rules which ensure that the player can only undertake certain actions in 

certain parts of the game environment, whereas time-based and objective-based rules 

indicate that the player can only undertake certain actions based on whether they have 

enough time or have achieved an objective, respectively (Aarseth et al, 2003; Brand & 

Knight, 2005). 

 

Guild Wars and other MMORPGs generally have an enacted narrative, although the 

size of the game environment also means that they tend to have an element of 

emergent narrativity to them as well. Other game mechanics, such as the rules, player 

structure and player control have influenced the methodology followed in this thesis, 

and will be described in more detail in chapter 3. 

 

2.1.4 Culture and Games 
 

One aspect of player participation in games that is often overlooked is that games 

exist within a context, a cultural environment that, however implicitly, affects the 

development of the game, the people who choose to play the game and how they 

participate in the game. The effect can be one of two things: 

 

• The game confirms or represent elements of the culture 

• The game transforms elements of the culture or the player’s awareness of the 

culture 

 

Games can reflect or confirm the culture in which they are created. For example, 

games can reflect images of gender, portrayals of race and class. Alternatively, games 

can offer players the chance to participate in ways that change their view of culture. 

For example, players can create skins, mods or game patches that provoke thought or 

discussion. Other games offer players the chance to role-play in order to explore or 

alter their identity, particularly within the context of a gaming community (Salen & 

Zimmerman, 2004). 

 

More formally, games can be regarded as social contexts for learning about the 

ideology of a culture. Games can be used as a cultural rhetoric, which is an implicit 
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cultural narrative, or a method of discussion that demonstrates underlying beliefs 

(Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). Sutton-Smith (2001) identifies seven rhetorics of play, 

where a rhetoric is defined as a way to identify how play represents ideological issues. 

The rhetorics of play weren’t intended to be a complete classification of play, as 

provided by Caillois (1961); instead they explore the concept of play from a cultural 

anthropology perspective, which involves situating all the different forms of play 

within the culture in which they take place. Note that games are complex systems and 

can therefore contain many different (and sometimes contradictory) cultural rhetorics. 

 

Sutton-Smith’s (2001) seven rhetorics of play are: play as progress, play as fate, play 

as power, play as identity, play as the imaginary, play as the rhetoric of self and play 

as frivolity. Play as progress describes the play activities that people engage in when 

they are learning skills that are regarded as desirable by society, such as children 

playing games that teach them mathematics or the alphabet. This type of play can 

imply a value judgment on the other forms of play. Play as fate is the type of play 

where fate, chance or luck controls the outcome of the play. The player has little to no 

control over the outcome of the play. Play as identity is the type of play that people 

engage in to explore or confirm their roles and relationships with others in a group, 

such as in guilds in MMORPGs. Play as the imaginary is any type of play activity 

that involves creativity, innovation and flexibility, which arguably can apply to every 

genre of video game. Play as the rhetoric of self is the type of activity that people 

engage in purely for their own amusement and enjoyment. It involves no-one else and 

is focused solely on the pleasures of the self. 

 

The previous five types of play describe different aspects of play that people can 

engage in simultaneously; the final two (power and frivolity) are the only two that are 

directly oppositional to each other. Play as power describes the type of play activities 

where an implicit hierarchy of power is reinforced. This type of play includes games 

that use the names and likenesses of heroic figures (e.g. sport stars) or games that 

reinforce the underlying military-entertainment complex that drove the game industry 

in the early 1980s (Kline, Dyer-Witheford & De Peuter, 2003). In direct opposition to 

play as power is the idea of play as frivolity, which describes play activities that are 

designed to subvert or undermine the power of those at the top of the hierarchy. 

Frivolous play incorporates mocking those in power, or showing them as less capable 
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or intelligent than the player. Play that incorporates elements of frivolity uses the 

names and likenesses (or generalizations) of those in power to demonstrate their 

weaknesses. Both these type of rhetorics have secondary meanings. Play as power 

also involves social play that is identified as mockery, gamesmanship or cruel play, 

such as teasing, taunting or making fun of people. Play as frivolity also involves 

nonsense or fun play, the type of play that is sometimes identified as idle amusement. 

 

The objection to many video games can be summarised by stating that they are not 

recognised as play as progress. Very few popular games demonstrate elements of play 

as progress, with a notable exception being educational games such as the Carmen 

San Diego series. These games are a well known series of games that demonstrate 

play as progress as they teach players information about the world and history as well 

as teaching reasoning skills. Otherwise, many games involve the plays of imaginary, 

self, power, frivolity and identity. Play as the imaginary is most often seen in games 

with a fantasy element, usually RPGs, such as Fable and Neverwinter Nights. Play as 

the rhetoric of self is evident in any game that is played purely for a player’s own 

enjoyment, without consideration of others. Games that demonstrate this rhetoric are 

single player games ranging from Tetris and Solitaire to single player games of Doom 

3 and Civilization IV. Play as identity can be seen in any game where communities of 

players develop, where players define their roles in terms of their relationships with 

other players. Some examples include multi-player FPS games such as Counter-Strike 

and MMORPGs such as World of Warcraft  and Eve Online. 

 

The two oppositional plays – power and frivolity – are also evident in many popular 

games. Play as power can be seen in games such as America’s Army, which aims to 

reinforce the importance of traits such as loyalty and patriotism. Other warfare 

focused games such as Ghost Recon Advanced Warfighter (GRAW) reinforce this 

concept more subtly, by asking the player to protect those in power and accept 

missions that endanger the life of their character in order to defend the hierarchy of 

power. 

 

Play as frivolity can be seen in games that make fun of this type of hierarchy such as 

Evil Genius, where the player opposes government forces and attempts to create an 

evil empire. Other games, such as Stubbs the Zombie in “Rebel without a Pulse” 
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include elements of play as frivolity as the protagonist is very different to the usual 

heroic type. In Stubbs the Zombie, the player’s avatar is a zombie whose primary goal 

is to kill humans and eat their brains. 

 

In light of these rhetorics of play, re-examining the player activities in MMORPGs 

demonstrates that play activities are not always frivolous or play as the rhetoric of the 

self, as they may appear to people outside the community. Instead, people within the 

community may feel that they are engaged in activities that are representative of play 

as identity and even play as progress. The seven rhetorics of play inform the 

viewpoint of the ethnographic studies that are described in chapters 4 - 6. 

 

2.1.5 Games for Women 
 

The assumption that women prefer different video games to men drives research that 

attempts to determine why that might be the case and consequently, what games 

should be made for women. As mentioned previously, it is possible to use games as 

cultural artefacts to foster discourse about culture and society, that is, a cultural 

rhetoric. Popular games can be examined for what they say about gender and the types 

of play activities that the different genders are expected to engage in. Historically, 

girls and boys have always engaged in different play activities. Jenkins (1998) argues 

that the conventions of nineteenth and early twentieth century boy’s adventures and 

adventure stories have affected the kinds of representation we see in video games. 

Games allow players to struggle against obstacles, explore fantastic lands, fight 

menacing enemies – these games exhibit thrilling, non-stop action. 

 

Jenkins (1998) argues that there is a direct correlation between nineteenth century 

boy’s culture and games in the following ways: 

 

• Boy culture was characterised by independence from parents 

• Youngsters gained recognition from their peers for their daring, proven 

through stunts or pranks 

• The central virtues were mastery and self-control 
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• Boy culture was hierarchical and status depended on competitive activity, 

confrontation and physical challenges 

• Sometimes the culture was violent and aggressive – boys hurt themselves and 

each other trying to prove their mastery 

 

The idealisation of boys’ culture can be found in literature from the time, exemplified 

by the works of Mark Twain. 

 

Salen and Zimmerman (2004) summarise the similarities between video games and 

the idea of a boy’s adventure culture in this statement on the genre of adventure 

games: 

 
“Significantly, the cultural rhetoric of gender is not just represented in the visual design of the 

games […] the gendered rhetoric of these games is embedded in their systemic and interactive 

dimensions as well. […] The action-oriented, stimulus-based interactivity of these games is 

part of the cultural rhetoric of the boy’s adventure archetype. […] The imaginary spaces to 

which boys find themselves attracted are not just neutral places of play: they are specifically 

gendered spaces that invite boys in and keep girls out.” (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004: 523) 

 

Jenkins (1998) provides more detail of the action oriented interactivity in adventure 

games by stating: 
 

“Each screen overflow with dangers; each landscape is riddled with pitfalls and booby traps. 

One screen may require you to leap from precipice to precipice, barely missing falling into the 

deep chasms below. Another may require you to swing by vines across the treetops, or 

spelunk though an underground passageway, all while fighting it out with the alien hordes” 

(Jenkins, 1998: 279) 

 

When this style of play is compared to the play activities that girls were expected to 

engage in during the nineteenth century, there are striking differences. Girl culture 

formed under fairly close maternal supervision and involved “indoor” activities as 

opposed to “outdoor” activities. Girl toys are designed to foster female-specific skills 

and competencies – to prepare girls for their future domestic responsibilities. Dolls 

were designed to be delicate in order to encourage girls to emulate – or wish to 

emulate – their delicate features and movements. 
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The belief that women prefer different games to men is supported by the 

demographics relating to game players. In a survey of players that focused on the US 

market, the Entertainment Software Association (ESA) indicated that 32% of players 

were female and 68% were male in its 2005 survey of game players in America (ESA, 

2005). One reason that has been proposed for the lack of female game players is that 

the only women who do play games are those that are able to overcome the hyper-

sexualised representation of female characters in games in order to enjoy the game. 

The overly feminine representation is most apparent in fighting game series such as 

Dead or Alive, Virtua Fighter and Tekken. Many MMORPGs also convey 

stereotypical appearances of female avatars; they are scantily clad, even when they are 

considered to be in full armour. Their figures are often disproportional, with large 

breasts and tiny waists. In contrast, male avatars are either realistically proportioned 

or possess overwhelming musculature, and wear more clothing than their female 

counterparts (Taylor, 2006). 

 

The Sims has been called a Digital Dollhouse by its designer Will Wright, and is 

identified as a game that appeals to women, as approximately 60% of the copies 

purchased have been bought by women. Other than simulation games and casual 

games, there are very few games (or genres) that are identified as appealing to women 

(Krotoski, 2006). Suggestions have been made about games that could be made for 

women that focus on the areas that are regarded as the traditional interests of women – 

soap operas, romance novels and shopping (Graner Ray, 2004). However, it has been 

suggested that games that tailor to these preferences for women and girls can result in 

“ghettoizing” females and their game preferences (Taylor, 2006). 

 

The issues raised in this section - the lack of games for women, the belief that women 

do not play games and the appearance of female avatars in-game - had an impact on 

the studies that were undertaken as part of this thesis. Players in Guild Wars changed 

their behaviour towards me when they discovered I was female and the change in 

behaviour was even more pronounced when they discovered that I was studying 

games for postgraduate research. This reaction from players and the reflection that I 

undertook in order to evaluate my role in the ethnographic study was an integral 

aspect of the method and its evaluation. Players also made use of the appearance of 

female avatars in the Marketplace activities described further in chapter 4. 
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2.2 General MMORPG Research 
 

A large amount of research has been carried out looking at the technical aspects of 

MMORPGs. Issues such as load balancing, optimisation and synchronisation have 

been examined in some detail (Smith & Stoner, 2005). It has only been in the last few 

years that the design and social aspects of MMOGs have been explored in any depth. 

The first research about social aspects of multiplayer games was undertaken in 1996, 

however the focus was on users in a Multi-User Dungeon (MUD), one of the 

precursors to MMORPGs (Bartle, 1996). As MMORPGs became more widespread 

and the number of users began to represent a significant portion of the gaming 

community, MMORPGs became a focus of study.  

 

Most of the research that was done on social aspects of MMORPGs originally focused 

on the effects of gaming to the detriment of the player’s “real life”. Issues such as 

addiction and lack of social interaction were examined in detail (Griffiths & Davies, 

2005). However, as more research was carried out it became obvious that players felt 

they were engaging in significant social interactions; players did not feel that these 

interactions were lacking when compared to their social interactions in the real world 

(Yee, 2005). The focus of research then shifted to attempting to understand players 

within the context of these virtual worlds, by looking at gender issues in MMORPGs, 

how groups and communities form and disband and the effect of these groups on how 

players learn to master the game and the environment (Galarneau, 2005). 

 

2.2.1 MMORPG Economics and Politics 
 

One issue that affects MMORPGs and virtual worlds more generally, is the nature of 

the economies that are developing within them. In 2001, Castronova published work 

entitled “Virtual Worlds: A First-Hand Account of Market and Society on the 

Cyberian Frontier” which has become famous in game-related research due to a 

startling conclusion reached by the author: the GNP of Norrath, the world of 

EverQuest II, was the 77th highest in the world, approximately the same as Russia. 

The trade value of the currency in EverQuest II, the platinum piece, was 
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approximately 0.01072 per US dollar, which was a higher exchange rate than the 

Japanese Yen or the Italian Lira. The fact that money that was earned in-game could 

be translated into wealth in the real world indicated that game players were able to 

make money out of their leisure activities (Castronova, 2005). 

 

Game players are able to profit from their activities by trading items in-game with 

other players or charging in-game currency for services. Players are also able to 

auction in-game items for “real world” money, on auction sites such as Ebay or 

through companies that have been created for this purpose, such as the Internet Game 

Exchange (or IGXE). Dibbell’s (2006) recent account of trade in the game Ultima 

Online showed that players are willing to pay real money for in-game currency as 

well as for in-game items such as armour, potions and in the case of Ultima Online, 

land. 

 

There is a growing market for game accounts that have high level characters. Players 

who want to avoid the perceived tedium of “levelling up” (i.e., slowly working their 

way through the lower levels) instead purchase accounts that already have a relatively 

high level character, allowing them to directly access the more challenging parts of 

the game. With so much trade occurring between players, there are increasingly many 

possibilities for players to cheat other players. Cheating players in trade usually 

involves typical shady trade practices – taking the money without providing the 

promised item or the item is not of the quality that was promised. 

 

Most players would only be able to make small amounts of money from MMORPGs, 

as the amount of money earned equates to an hourly wage of approximately US$3.42 

(Castronova, 2001; 2005). Dibbell (2006) showed that it was possible, through careful 

work and understanding of the game’s mechanics and player base, to make a living 

from the game Ultima Online, although few of the activities he engaged in would be 

called playing. It has been proposed that the extensive trade and barter systems that 

are growing in many games and virtual worlds, and the associated problems, are 

responsible for players developing systems of self-governance in-game (Krotoski, 

2006; Ba, 2001). Although employees associated with the game developer (called 

Game Masters) are often called on to mediate in-game disputes, there are situations 

that are outside the influence of the Game Masters. Game Masters can only work from 
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the game’s End User Licence Agreement (EULA) to enforce behaviour and even then, 

it can be difficult to identify behaviour that is deliberately intended to harm or defraud 

another player. In response to these types of situations, some players form a system of 

self-governance, such as the player-voted government in “Alphaville” in The Sims 

Online (Krotoski, 2006).  

 

2.2.2 Identity and the Self in MMORPGs 
 

Previous research on social interactions in games has identified that one of the main 

attractions of online games, especially MMORPGs, is that they allow players to 

engage in identity exploration (Taylor, 2002). Identity exploration means that players 

are able to deliberately emphasise certain facets of their personality over others, or 

pretend to be someone that they are not – they are role playing in the most literal 

sense. The anonymity of online games allows this exploration by encouraging a level 

of freedom that players might not otherwise feel.  

 

Presence is at the heart of any virtual environment or online game: it is the extent to 

which a player is there, or directly experiencing the game, rather than interacting with 

a computer. Presence is usually achieved by the player feeling that they are 

represented by their avatar in the environment. It is also achieved by making the 

avatar act within the environment – running, jumping, waving, whatever actions the 

avatar is able to carry out. One of the most significant ways that presence is felt in 

virtual environments is through personal boundaries: many players report having a 

sense of personal space in a game, as represented by their avatar. Rarely does a player 

avatar have a direct relationship with or provide a reasonable representation of the 

player, especially in the fantasy worlds of many MMORPGs where characters are 

elves, dwarves, orcs and so on. However, players still associate themselves with 

aspects of their avatar, the evidence of which is seen in the feeling of presence 

(Taylor, 2002). 

 

The most basic association players have with their avatar is gender – many female 

players choose avatars that are the same gender, unless they specifically want to 

explore what it is like to play as someone of the opposite gender. Males are more 
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likely to play as a female avatar than females are to play as a male avatar (Yee, n.d). 

Players also associate aspects of their personality with the personality types or styles 

of play that are typically associated with character professions or classes. For 

instance, if someone regards themselves as a team player, they will be more likely to 

choose a profession that is regarded by other players as a team player (Yee, 2004). 

Aspects of the avatar can also provide solace for the player or an escape from their 

own insecurities. For instance, a player may not feel attractive in real life, but their 

scantily clad female elf gives the appearance of attractiveness in game. 

 

2.3 MMORPG Player Opinions and Motivations 
 

As well as the research on economics in MMORPGs and identity play in MMORPGs 

described above, research has been carried out in areas more closely related to focus 

of the studies that were undertaken in this thesis. In particular, research has been 

carried out on specific player behaviours such as grief play, as well as exploring 

player types and motivations. 

 

2.3.1 Grief Play 
 

Grief play is a type of problematic play that has attracted attention as it can affect the 

experience of many MMORPG players. A general definition of grief play is any 

behaviour that a player engages in that is detrimental to the enjoyment of other 

players (Foo & Koivisto, 2004). However, attempts to define this behaviour any 

further are contentious as the intent of the player becomes relevant, as well as the 

behaviour that is allowed under the game rules. Some games specifically allow 

behaviour that players in other games might find objectionable, such as player killing. 

There are also occasions when a player’s behaviour disrupts the experience of other 

players, but the intent of the player was not objectionable. Usually, in this case the 

player is new to the game and can plead ignorance of the social norms of the game or 

the game’s rules. 

 

There are situations where players genuinely intend to disrupt the experience of other 

players. Trade deals gone wrong (as mentioned above) are considered to be grief play 
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by some players. Other types of grief play include harassment, either verbally or by 

spatially intruding on another player. Verbal harassment can involve repeatedly 

spamming a public chat channel (the content of the spam doesn’t have to be offensive 

for players to regard this behaviour as harassment) or privately messaging another 

player repeatedly. Spatial intrusion is the virtual form of repeatedly invading 

someone’s personal space. This behaviour generally is not considered to be 

harassment, unless the player whose space is being intruded on repeatedly asks the 

harasser to stop, and they do not (Foo & Koivisto, 2004; Taylor, 2002). 

 

The methodology that was used in the most recent and extensive research on grief 

play (by Foo & Koivisto, 2004) was a series of email interviews with players and 

some game developers. Some of the players that participated in the study were self-

confessed grief players, and others were players that had experienced grief play. The 

game developers were able to provide a different perspective to the idea of grief play 

– that of trying to police it and decide what constitutes reasonable behaviour within 

their game. The main findings of this research were that there were four griefer 

motivations: game influenced, player influenced, griefer influenced and self 

influenced. Game influenced griefing derived from events in the game world and how 

it was managed. Player influenced griefing focused on players in the game that did not 

engage in griefing behaviour. Griefer influenced behaviour was centred on other grief 

players in the game. Finally, motivations relating to the self were the player’s desire 

to immerse themselves in their character. 

 

2.3.2 Player Types 
 

A relevant area of research is focused on understanding player motivations by 

categorising MMORPG player types. Bartle (1996) describes a classification of 

players of a MUD as fitting into one of four groups, characterised by two axes. The 

two axes are “player versus world” and “acting versus interacting”. Player versus 

world describes the level of interest a player has in other players as opposed to the 

level of interest a player has in the world. Acting versus interacting describes the 

behaviour of the player in terms of acting on the world as opposed to interacting with 

the world. These axes form four quadrants that define four styles of play. 
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Quadrant 1 describes players who act on the world and are more focused on the world 

than other players. Bartle refers to this type of player as an Achiever. Quadrant 2 

consists of players who act on the world and prefer to interact with other players. 

Bartle calls this type of players Killers. Other researchers have called this same group 

Griefers  (Foo & Koivisto, 2004), as the term “Killers” describes only part of the 

behaviour that is demonstrated in this quadrant. Quadrant 3 consists of players who 

are interested in interacting with other players. These players are called Socialisers. In 

the final quadrant, there are players who are more interested in interacting with the 

world than other players. These types of players are called Explorers. 

 

Each type of player can have a secondary class, which they play when their preferred 

approach is not working or not appropriate. Usually, the secondary class is 

complementary to their primary class (i.e. it is not in the opposite quadrant). For 

instance, a Killer’s secondary class is more likely to be Achiever than Explorer (and 

very unlikely to be Socialiser). The interactions between the player types are complex 

and according to Bartle (1996), it can be difficult to create a game that provides 

rewards for all types. For instance, Socialisers and Killers generally do not get on 

well. Achievers and Explorers have an uneasy relationship based on information 

sharing (Explorers are willing to provide it – sort of – and Achievers are willing to 

take advantage of that). 

 

In 2004, Bartle published an updated model, adding a third axis which runs from 

implicit to explicit behaviour. Each of the four categories of players was divided into 

two categories: explicit describing the preference of players to act (or interact) openly 

and implicit behaviour was the opposite – closed, hidden or invisible behaviour. 

Bartle gave examples of how each quadrant would be further divided. For instance, 

Socialisers who act implicitly would interact primarily with their friends – a closed 

circle. Socialisers who act explicitly would be called networkers, as they interact 

openly with anyone, even complete strangers, on any topic. This expansion to the 

Bartle model has not received much attention from researchers in the area, who have 

generally continued to use Bartle’s (1996) original model (for example Yee, 2005; 

Steinkuehler, 2005; Karlsen, 2004).  
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2.3.3 Player Demographics and Motivations 
 

Some of the most comprehensive studies on MMORPG player demographics have 

been carried out by Yee (2007b). Yee (2007b) made a series of surveys available to 

players on a website called the Daedalus Project, to determine the demographics and 

motivations of play of MMORPG players. He has not, however, examined player 

activities or behaviour in game. Yee’s results are based on a series of questionnaires 

which ask players to answer questions about their enjoyment of different aspects of 

the game. The questions address issues such as whether players are interested in 

optimising their character, whether they prefer to play in a group or by themselves and 

the role that they like to take in a group (i.e. to lead or not). 

 

Respondents mainly played EverQuest II, Dark Age of Camelot, Ultima Online, Star 

Wars Galaxies and more recently World of Warcraft. Since 1999, when the first 

survey was made available, over 35,000 players have chosen to respond. Participants 

were self selecting, as they responded to advertisements of the surveys that were 

posted on forums and websites associated with most of the MMORPGs that have 

large subscription numbers. Respondents reported their ages from 11 to 68 years old 

with an average age of 26 years. 25% of the respondents indicated that they were 

teenagers. The average time spent in-game was approximately 22 hours per week and 

8% of respondents stated that they had played MMORPGs for 40 hours or more per 

week. 61% of users indicated that they had spent at least 10 hours continuously in an 

MMORPG. There was no correlation between ages and hours spent; teenagers were 

just as likely to spend many hours per week in an MMORPG as a middle-aged 

homemaker (Yee, 2007b). 

 

Further statistics include that 23% of men and 32% of women indicated that they had 

told personal issues or secrets to MMORPG friends that they had not told anyone in 

real-life. 40% of men and 53% of women felt that their MMORPG friends were 

comparable or better than their real-life friends. Players were asked to indicate if their 

most positive or negative experience had occurred in an MMORPG. 27% of players 

indicated that their most satisfying experience in the last seven days happened in 

game. 33% of players indicated that their most negative experience in the last seven 
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days happened in game (Yee, 2007b). These statistics demonstrate the strength of the 

emotional involvement people feel in MMORPGs, for better or worse. 

 

The results of Yee’s (2007a) research through the Daedalus Project show five main 

reasons why people play MMORPGs: Relationships, Manipulation, Immersion, 

Escapism and Achievement. The Relationship factor indicates that people play 

MMORPGs for the connections they form with other players in the game. 

Manipulation describes the desire of players to taunt, scam, deceive or otherwise 

interrupt the play experience of other players. The Immersion factor describes the 

player’s involvement in the aesthetic aspects of the game, such as the narrative, 

graphics and audio game elements. Escapism describes the player’s desire to get away 

from real world problems for awhile. Finally, Achievement indicates the player’s 

satisfaction in progressing through the game. Achievement and Immersion are both 

closely tied to specific elements of game play. 

 

The results of the Daedalus Project are useful due to the detailed demographics and 

for identifying a number of issues relating to players in MMORPGs, but there are 

issues that can be raised with the methodology that has been adopted. Respondents 

were asked to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with items that varied 

strongly in terms of scope and meaning, to the point where different scales would 

have been more appropriate. For instance, respondents are asked to answer the item “I 

find myself having meaningful conversations with others” in the same way as they 

would answer “This game is too complicated” (Yee, 2002). The first item would seem 

to be more suited to a scale that addresses frequency (i.e. I find myself having 

meaningful conversations with others on a scale from often to never) and the second 

is a simple agree or disagree question. Further, some items contained emotionally 

loaded terms that implied the correct answer to the respondent, such as “I can't stand 

those people who only care about leveling”. Data analysis on free form answers 

involves selection of single points of data only, without any analysis for themes using 

grounded theory (Glaser, 1998) or thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998). Further, Yee 

has identified the limitations in the work carried out through the Daedalus project, as 

noted in the following comment that he posted on the site in response to criticism: 
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“The Daedalus Project happened for many reasons, none of which was to present rigorous 

academic quality work in the qualitative traditions.” (Yee, 2006) 

 

Even taking into account the limitations of the Daedalus project mentioned here and 

acknowledged by the author, it has provided valuable insights into demographics and 

motivations for play. 

 

2.4 MMORPG Design 
 

MMORPG development encompasses three main areas: design, engineering and 

production (Alexander, 2005). MMORPG design relates to game play issues such as 

characters, narrative and game mechanics. The engineering aspect of MMORPG 

development encompasses technical issues, synchronisation and network 

performance. MMORPG production describes research in the area of managing and 

maintaining the large scale communities that can grow around MMORPGs. 

 

Some of the problems in designing an MMORPG stem from the fact that they are 

sometimes considered to be simply a larger form of a single player game. Designers 

therefore sometimes take design inspiration from single player games, when in 

practice, the much longer game lifespan and the difference in player behaviour can 

make these inspirations of limited value (Quimby, 2005). Two issues which figure 

strongly in MMORPG design are game play balancing and the mechanisms for 

supporting communication between players at all levels of privacy: one to one, 

between small teams, between guilds and to every player in the local area. 

 

2.4.1 Game Play Balancing in MMORPGs 
 

In large game worlds such as MMORPGs, the issue of balance is a complex one. 

There are many different ways in which a game needs to be balanced, including 

balancing the skills of the different character classes as well as combat systems and 

the game’s economy. In practice, balance is about ensuring that the game is “fair” to 

the player as well as being fun (Green, 2005). Given the many ways that an 

MMORPG can be unbalanced, there is no certain way to ensure that a game is fair and 
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balanced. The most common approach for ensuring that a game is balanced is to 

gather data on player activities, which pre-supposes that game development has 

progressed far enough that a player can interact in significant ways with the game. 

Major problems such as money exploits and imbalanced economies are generally 

easily noticeable and fixed, but other imbalances relating to combat systems and 

profession attributes are harder to diagnose and rectify. Green (2005) also argues that 

sometimes an imbalanced game can be a desired outcome of the game design process. 

In practice, though, there are only so many ways that the player base would accept a 

game that is imbalanced. The possible imbalances suggested by Green (e.g. game play 

challenges that initially appear “impossible” but that a player eventually acquires the 

skill to overcome) can instead be considered a careful balance of player skill, control 

and challenge as suggested in the GameFlow model proposed by Sweetser and Wyeth 

(2005). 

 

Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player types can also be used to explore issues relating to 

game balancing. He argues that the interactions between player types, combined with 

game design that preferences one type over another can influence the corresponding 

population. For instance, Bartle (1996) claims that a game design that attracts more 

Killers will lead to fewer Achievers, slightly fewer Explorers and far fewer 

Socialisers. The specific game mechanic that would lead to an increase in Killers is 

dependant on the game. The issue of game play balancing is therefore an issue many 

designers need to consider and will be explored in more depth in chapters 7 and 8. 

 

2.4.2 Player Communication in MMORPGs 
 

Many MMORPGs have more than one channel for players to communicate with other 

players. Often called “chat channels”, these means for player communication are 

generally text based, with different coloured text denoting different chat channels. 

Each channel has a different purpose, such as a chat channel that broadcasts to every 

player in the area (i.e. a general chat channel) or private chat channels, where one 

player is able to “whisper” to another. These different forms of chat are closely 

modelled on the types of chat that were available in the early Multi-user Dungeons (or 

MUDs, the first of which was created by Roy Trubshaw and Richard Bartle in 1979 
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(Keegan, 1997; Bartle, 1990)). Cherny (1999) documented the different forms of 

communication available to participants of ElseMOO (a descendant of Xerox PARC’s 

LambdaMOO, where MOO stands for MUD Object Oriented, indicating that 

members of the MOO are able to program their own objects into the environment). 

People in the ElseMOO environment had four communication commands: Say, 

Emote, Page and Whisper (Cherny, 1999). “Say” was a public command that allowed 

any person in the room to read what had been written, as did “Emote”, although the 

two were used for different reasons. “Page” was a private communication between 

two people who were not in the same location in the MOO. Finally, “Whisper” was a 

private communication that could take place between two people in the same location. 

Similar constructs are still used in most MMORPGs, although the functions of Page 

and Whisper are generally combined into one. 

 

One notable aspect of MMORPG-related research is that there is a surprisingly small 

amount of empirical research on how players make use of these chat channels 

(Williams, Ducheneaut, Xiong, Zhang, Yee, & Nickell, 2006). This lack of research is 

surprising as the means of communication in MMORPGs is one of the game 

mechanics that when designed well, helps to ensure that the game is fun and usable. It 

is also one of the hardest mechanics to get right (Ducheneaut, Moore & Nickell, 

2004). Currently, there are many different ways for players to communicate with each 

other in MMORPGs, with differing levels of privacy. Most MMORPGs provide 

multiple options for players to communicate with each other, and one of the tasks that 

new players have to master is being able to read and respond to comments from 

players in multiple conversations at once (Moore, 2006; Humphreys, 2005b). 

 

Ducheneaut and colleagues (Ducheneaut & Moore, 2004; Ducheneaut, Moore & 

Nickell, 2004; Ducheneaut, Yee, Nickell & Moore, 2006; Ducheneaut, Moore & 

Nickell, 2007) have explored different player to player social interactions in 

MMORPGs, such as grouping tendencies in World of Warcraft and the effectiveness 

of the “design for sociability” in Star Wars Galaxies. Their preferred methods have 

been longitudinal observations of games, with bots remaining in-game and recording 

play for long periods of times. They concluded that World of Warcraft can only truly 

be considered a social game in the end-game content, as grouping in earlier stages 

actually retards a player’s progress (Ducheneaut et al, 2006). Other studies have 
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explored whether the cantinas in Star Wars Galaxies are the social spaces that the 

game designers hoped for, with mixed results. Most player visits in these social spaces 

are short and instrumental, although there is a core of players who create and maintain 

a genuinely social atmosphere (Ducheneaut et al, 2004; Ducheneaut & Moore, 2004; 

Ducheneaut et al, 2007). 

 

One way of supporting player interaction in MMORPGs is guild communication. 

Stalzer (2005a; 2005b) discusses the “must-have” elements of a game to support guild 

management, which is the most common form of long term team formation in 

MMORPGs (guilds are also sometimes called clans or tribes, depending on the jargon 

of the game). Of these elements, many are related to supporting effective 

communication between guild members. For instance, elements such as a guild “chat” 

channel, which allows guild members to converse without anyone outside the guild 

being aware of their interactions, and means of providing guild status and roster 

information to all members, are considered to be crucial. 

 

One area that has attracted recent research attention is the longevity of guilds. Recent 

studies carried out in World of Warcraft (Ducheneaut et al, 2006) demonstrated that 

approximately 21% of guilds disappear within a month of forming. This statistic 

would seem to indicate that poorly formed guilds are a fairly common occurrence. 

However, work that has explored other issues relating to guilds, such as guild 

organisation and management (Stalzer, 2005a; 2005b), has not extended to exploring 

whether the current means for forming guilds are effective. In particular, the issue of 

matching players who have similar expectations from a guild has not appeared to be 

an issue of research at all.  

 

The issue of exploring and supporting player communication at multiple levels in 

MMORPGs is starting to become a question of some relevance to both researchers 

and game designers. It is still not clear how players make use of the interaction 

opportunities in games and whether current design practices support these behaviours. 

This topic will be explored in more detail in chapters 4 - 6. 

 



 

 34

2.5 Summary 
 

Although there is not a comprehensive picture of player behaviour in MMORPGs as a 

whole, some aspects of the picture have been drawn in detail. Antagonistic behaviour, 

such as grief play, has been described, along with some possible motivations for 

players to engage in this type of behaviour. However, there is no context for this 

description of grief play – without defining the full range of play behaviour in an 

MMORPG, it is difficult to convey the effect and importance of grief play. The work 

done by Yee through the Daedalus project (Yee, 2007b) has provided insight into 

player demographics and motivations, but further work needs to be done to identify 

player behaviour in game. 

 

The game research discussed in this chapter provided context for the ethnographic 

study that is introduced in chapter 3. A discussion of what a game is and how play is 

defined in the real world as opposed to the virtual provides some expectations of the 

play activities that might be observed in-game. Introducing the issue of gendered play 

further situates my role as a female observer and player in an MMORPG, which is an 

important issue in the ethnographic study introduced in chapter 3. 

 

The problems inherent in the design of MMORPGs, in particular, how to facilitate 

player communication, is an issue that affects many game development teams. 

Supporting guild formation and ensuring that guilds are able to function in games is 

another problem that faces many MMORPG developers, as guilds are one way to 

ensure that players are involved in many aspects of the game. 

 

The rhetorics of play identified by Sutton-Smith (2001) provide an anthropological 

background to play, in particular, social play within a particular culture, which 

provides a suitable framework in which to explore player behaviour in Guild Wars, as 

introduced in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Method and Context: Ethnography in Guild Wars 
 

The review of the literature in chapter 2 demonstrated that there were a number of 

issues that needed to be explored in further detail. In particular, there was a need to 

understand how players make use of the game mechanics in an MMORPG to interact 

with each other. Therefore, the studies that were undertaken for this thesis were 

carried out with the aim of compiling a thorough picture of player social behaviour, 

which it was determined, could be best achieved by observing players in the game 

environment. The primary method that has been followed was field observations 

using an ethnographic approach. The decision was made not to observe players in a 

lab setting, but to engage players in their domain. As players were represented in this 

environment only by an avatar, the decision was made that the observer would only 

interact with players via an avatar. 

 

The following sections outline the approach to gathering and analysing data on the 

social and team-related behaviour of players in Guild Wars. First, a brief history of 

ethnography is provided in this chapter, in order to situate the process that was used 

for this research (section 3.1), followed by a detailed description of Guild Wars, 

which was the focus of this study, and in particular the game mechanics that affected 

what could be observed (sections 3.2 and 3.3). The population of players is briefly 

discussed (section 3.4), as is the role that the observer played in-game (section 3.5) 

and as a member of the community (section 3.6). Finally, data collection and analysis 

methods are described (section 3.7). 

 

3.1 Why Ethnography? 
 

Given the nature of the research questions in the following chapters, which is focused 

on the need to thoroughly understand player behaviour in MMORPGs, it was decided 

that ethnography was the best methodological option. Ethnography provides the 

“thick description” (Geertz, 1973) that allows for a detailed understanding of player 
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behaviour in an MMORPG. This approach enables in situ player observation and 

avoids the problems inherent in self-report. 

 

Most of the previous research done on player behaviour has involved some form of 

participant observation. In particular, in situ participant observation has been 

demonstrably effective in allowing researchers to develop a clear and relatively 

comprehensive picture of aspects of player behaviour. Previous studies include those 

by Humphreys (2005a; 2005b), who demonstrated the effectiveness of using virtual 

ethnography in Everquest II in order to understand how in-game player behaviour 

affects the traditional production cycle of media as players create content even as they 

consume the content provided to them by game developers. Steinkuehler (2005, and 

in Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006) used a virtual ethnography of Lineage II to 

demonstrate that when players participate in an MMORPG they are actually 

participating in a Discourse, which has consequences for their membership and 

identity within communities of the game. 

 

As discussed in chapter 2, there have been studies that have explored player 

motivations using self report means, such as questionnaires (Yee, 2007a; Levy, 2006). 

It is possible to use survey and other self reporting tools to inquire about player 

behaviour, but it is unlikely that any of these options would be particularly effective 

for the research questions in chapters 4 - 6, except in providing a broad stroke picture. 

When players are “in-game” they are deeply immersed in the activities that take place 

and are unlikely to remember specific events, only general impressions, rendering self 

report a less than reliable means of gathering information about player behaviour. 

 

The evidence that players are immersed in the game is derived directly from research 

on player motivations, which shows that immersion and the effects of flow are some 

of the main reasons why people play games. Csíkszentmihályi (1990) showed that 

people engaged in flow do not notice time passing and are in a state of mind that 

makes it difficult to remember specific incidents within the period of experiencing 

flow. Csíkszentmihályi carried out studies involving thousands of participants, and 

found that it was necessary to provide participants with an alarm that would be 

triggered periodically in order to prompt participants to record the activities they were 

undertaking that prompted a state of flow. Without the prompt of an alarm, 
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participants might not be able to record accurately or to remember flow-related 

activities. 

 

Applying his findings to games where players are motivated by a feeling of 

immersion, players might remember their feelings and motivations, and perhaps 

isolated incidents, but would probably only be able to provide a general (i.e. broad 

stroke) idea of their behaviour. Self report, in this instance, is not the most useful 

method to access detailed information about player behaviour, and ethnography has 

been effective in past studies exploring player behaviour. 

 

3.1.1 Ethnography – History and Activities 
 

Ethnography, as a research method, has roots in the cultural anthropology carried out 

in the early 1900s. One of the first longitudinal studies that would be recognised today 

as ethnography was carried out by Malinowksi in the early 1920s (Macdonald, 2001). 

Initially, ethnographers carried out their studies in relatively remote locations, as their 

anthropological predecessors had done before them. Over time, however, the locations 

and foci of ethnographic studies came closer to home and were more carefully 

focused in order to provide detailed understanding of particular aspects of a culture or 

community, rather than a shallow description of an entire culture (Duncan, 2004). 

Ethnography, as defined by McNeill and Chapman (2005: 89) “literally means writing 

about the way of life, or culture, of social groups”. This definition provides the 

impetus for the studies undertaken for this thesis: the need to write about the way of 

life, the culture, of the social groups within MMORPGs. 

 

Generally, an ethnographic study consists largely of participant observation, where 

the observer places themselves within the context that is under consideration. 

Ethnographers aim to observe the interactions and actions of people within the 

community or culture that they are interested in, and in so doing, understand and 

define the roles that shape the community (Wolcott, 1995). As part of this process of 

identifying and defining roles, ethnographers are sometimes expected to undertake 

tasks within the community, but they must be careful not to alter the dynamic any 
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more than is necessary (McNeill & Chapman, 2005). The ethnographer is expected to 

ask questions about why something is done a certain way. As Fetterman (1998) states: 

 
“The most important element of fieldworks is being there – to observe, to ask seemingly 

stupid but insightful questions, and to write down what is seen and heard.” (Fetterman, 1998: 

9) 

 

Typically, data collection in an ethnographic study involves taking thorough field-

notes of both what is observed and what is experienced when in the field. Field notes 

are intended to be “… descriptive accounts of people, scenes and dialogue, as well as 

personal experiences and reactions, that is accounts that minimize explicit theorizing 

and interpretation” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 2001: 353). The emphasis on the 

information gathered in the field is on capturing evidence rather than trying to 

interpret, analyse or even situate it. 

 

Analysis of field notes and interactions between members of groups under study are 

commonly analysed using grounded theory (Glaser, 1998; Carmaz & Mitchell, 2001), 

as this analysis method makes the best use of the thick description formed as a result 

of ethnographic field notes. The data collection and analysis process will be covered 

in more detail in section 3.7. 

 

3.1.2 From Visual to Virtual Ethnography 
 

Visual forms of ethnography are starting to become more popular, as visual methods 

allow for clearer recall of field data and more interactive ways of relating the resulting 

narrative to the reader (Pink, 2001; Ball & Smith, 2001). Visual forms of recording 

and presenting narratives generally include photography and film. The ethical issues 

of visual forms of ethnography are even more complex than traditional ethnography, 

as it is harder to alter the image of someone that has been observed than it is to change 

their names, their accent or their words as used in a written narrative (Dicks, Mason, 

Coffey & Atkinson,  2005). 

 

Initially, the internet was used as a way of gathering data about other foci of 

investigation (Fetterman, 1998), but has since become a site of ethnographic interest 
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(Hine, 2000; Sade-Beck, 2004; Dicks et al, 2005). Once internet speeds and protocols 

reached a point where multi-player was provided with many if not all new games, the 

next focus for some ethnographers became online games, and in particular 

MMORPGs (see for instance, Steinkuehler (2005), Steinkuehler & Williams (2006) 

and Humphreys (2005b)). 

 

One methodological issue which affects virtual ethnography, although generally not 

an issue for other forms of ethnography, is the question of accessing “real” 

information about participants. Interviewing and observing members of online 

communities can provide access to how they regard their virtual selves, but may 

provide no verifiable information about who the person is in real life (Taylor, 1999). 

The first of two options in response to this dilemma is to attempt to interview or 

observe the “real life” persona of the participants as well as their online behaviour, 

even if only to verify and validate the information provided to the ethnographer in a 

virtual environment (Heath, Koch, Ley and Montoya, 1999). The second option is to 

solely focus on the persona provided by the online participant, depending on the needs 

of the research question. If the focus and site of the research is the online 

environment, then as Taylor (1999) writes 

 
“Does it matter, for example, that you do not know all the identities/bodies a given participant 

has?” (Taylor, 1999: 439) 

 

Turkle (1995) explicates this issue further, by stating 

 
“I have chosen not to report on my own findings unless I have met the internet user in person 

rather than simply in persona. I made this decision because of the focus of my research: how 

experiences in virtual reality affect real life … Researchers with different interests and 

theoretical perspectives will surely think about this decision differently. (Turkle, 1995: 324). 

 

3.1.3 Six Steps to Evaluate the Ethnography of Guild Wars 
 

Simply proposing to undertake an ethnographic observation of players in an 

MMORPG would not guarantee that the information discovered would be 

representative of the game or the player population or even useful outside of the 
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immediate research question. As with any ethnographic study, the question of how to 

generalise the results beyond the bounds of the immediate culture under scrutiny is an 

issue that needs to be addressed. 

 

In order to ensure the quality of the ethnographic study undertaken in this thesis, six 

key issues identified by Duncan (2004) as appropriate measures were adapted from 

her autoethnography to the virtual ethnography described in the following chapters. 

The issues identified by Duncan (2004) were: 

 

• Study boundaries 

• Instrumental utility 

• Construct validity 

• External validity 

• Reliability and  

• Ensuring a scholarly account 

 

The first issue of study boundaries relates to the importance of carefully defining 

boundaries and then remaining within those boundaries when reporting on the 

research. This issue ensures that the scope of the project is appropriate and allows the 

ethnographer to make realistic claims based on the observations. Secondly, 

instrumental utility refers to the usefulness of the study by showing how the process 

may be useful to others with similar concerns. Construct validity and external validity 

refer to two measures of determining the correctness of the concepts identified in the 

study. External validity is the more straightforward measure – it refers to how well the 

concepts can be generalised to other situations. Construct validity describes the 

importance of ensuring that the ethnographer has observed what they thought they 

observed. In its simplest form, construct validity is a labelling issue. The question is 

whether the label that has been given to the construct is appropriate – is it what was 

really observed? Reliability relates to the importance of setting up a study protocol 

that would allow another ethnographer to follow the same procedures. Finally, 

ensuring a scholarly account refers to the importance of overcoming many of the 

criticisms directed at ethnographic accounts, such as reliance on emotive writing style 

to mask the lack of reflection and analysis. The quality of the ethnographic study in 
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Guild Wars will be evaluated using these issues in chapter 7, so the evaluation can be 

reported with reference to the results as reported in chapters 4 – 6. 

 

3.2 Ludology of Guild Wars 
 

Many of the details provided in the methodology depend on some of the specific 

game mechanics of the game that was the focus of the studies - Guild Wars. Being 

conversant with the game before exploring the methodology will help to illuminate 

why decisions were made about the exact approach followed. The following sections 

provide a brief overview of the context in which the ethnographic studies were 

undertaken, by providing an outline of the relevant game design elements. Guild Wars 

is an MMORPG that was created by ArenaNet and published by NCSoft in April 

2005. Guild Wars has no subscription fees, so after purchasing the game, players do 

not have to pay to keep playing. 

 

As introduced in chapter 2, Ludology consists of the following five game mechanics: 

space, time, player structure, player control and game rules (Aarseth et al, 2003). In 

order to formally describe the context in which the ethnographic studies took place, 

the design of Guild Wars will be considered in terms of these five constructs. 

 

First, the space of Guild Wars consists of the following elements: the perspective of 

the player is third person and the topography of the game is geometrical. According to 

Aarseth et al’s (2003) definition, the topography can be either geometrical or 

topological. A geometrical game is one where the player has freedom of movement 

and can move incrementally in many different directions. A topological game is one 

where the player’s movement is discrete and there are only certain areas that the 

player can move through in certain positions (such as Chess). In Guild Wars, players 

are restricted from moving through some parts of the game, which are appear to be 

available only for scenic purposes. Other than these few exceptions, players have 

complete freedom of movement, indicating that the game’s topography is geometrical. 

 

Secondly, it is necessary to consider the time of the game, which consists of pace, 

representation and teleology. The pace of Guild Wars is real time, as players make 
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their moves independent of others in the game. The representation of time is mimetic, 

as the amount of time that actions take mimics the amount of time for corresponding 

actions in the real world. The final element of time is the teleology of the game, which 

indicates whether the game has a clear winning goal (i.e. the game is finite) or not 

(infinite). The player versus environment (PvE, described further in section 3.3.2) part 

of Guild Wars has a storyline with a clear end point, although the player versus player 

(PvP, described further in section 3.3.3) aspects of the game do not. Therefore the 

teleology of the PvE part of the game is finite, and the PvP part is infinite. 

 

The third issue to be considered is the player structure. Of the game mechanics in 

Ludology, player structure is the most straightforward as it simply describes the 

number of players in a game and how they interact with each other. Guild Wars, 

according to Aarseth et al’s (2003) typology is a multi-team game with single player 

and multi-player options. A game being multi-team with single and multi-player 

options means that players are able to play in teams against each other (multi-team), 

to take on the environment in a team (multi-player), or they can play the game single-

player if they choose. 

 

The next issue to consider is player control. Player control consists of three 

mechanics: mutability, savability and determinism. Mutability describes the effect of 

rewards on a player’s character, which may be permanent or not. In terms of 

mutability, Guild Wars allows experience levelling which is a permanent reward of 

experience points. Savability is the freedom that the player has to save the game 

whenever they want. Although Guild Wars does not give the player the ability to 

explicitly save their progress, items that are gathered are automatically recorded and 

when quests are completed this information is automatically recorded as well. 

However, partial attempts are not recorded, meaning that the game allows 

unconditional savability for items and conditional savability for progress. The game is 

non-deterministic as the outcome of the same action taken by the player is not always 

the same. 

 

Finally, the rules mechanic describes the topological, time-based and objective-based 

rules associated with the game. Although these do not combine to create a complete 

set of rules, when combined with the other four mechanics, these three rules can 
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adequately explain the game. Guild Wars has no topological or time based rules and 

instead relies on objective based rules to present challenges to the player.  

 

Using the five basic structures of Ludology as defined by Aarseth et al (2003) to 

describe the game mechanics of Guild Wars has provided a formal definition of the 

context in which the ethnographic studies took place. The discussion of Guild Wars in 

terms of its space, time, player structure, control and rules can be regarded as the 

boundaries of this ethnographic study, as required by the first of the six evaluation 

issues (i.e. defining study boundaries) defined in section 3.1.3. 

 

3.3 Case Study Context: Guild Wars 
 

World of Warcraft, as the MMORPG that currently has the largest population of 

players (approximately 9 million subscribers, according to a July 2007 Blizzard press 

release (Blizzard Entertainment, 2007)), is a frequently used site for MMORPG-

related research. Previous research on World of Warcraft has been carried out by 

researchers such as Ducheneaut et al (2006), Williams et al (2006) and Taylor (2006). 

Given the amount of light that has been shed on players in World of Warcraft, it 

seemed appropriate to explore a different MMORPG. Guild Wars, as a fantasy based 

MMORPG that is in some ways similar to World of Warcraft, seemed to provide an 

environment that might allow for previously unexplored player behaviour to come to 

light. As Cherny (1999) states about her decision to situate her ethnographic study of 

conversation in a MOO that was not the most popular at the time (i.e. ElseMOO 

instead of LambdaMOO): 

 
“If we can understand differentiating factors, we can also begin to understand how sites are 

similar, and what a general “macro” theory might involve.” (Cherny, 1999: 16). 

 

The main reason for choosing Guild Wars as the focus of these studies is a 

characteristic of Guild Wars that differentiates it from other MMORPGS such as 

World of Warcraft; Guild Wars provides three separate types of locations for social 

interactions (and hence, ethnographic observations). The three types of game areas 

allowed for completely different types of social interactions between players as there 

may be differences between the focus, style and duration of player interactions 
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between the three types of locations. These differences allow for easier categorisation 

than World of Warcraft was chosen as the focus for this study as the separation 

provided easier means for categorising player behaviour. Guild Wars is sometimes 

referred to as a “co-operative multi-player game” by the developers due to the 

differences between this game and other MMORPGs, such as World of Warcraft. 

However, Guild Wars has enough similarities (e.g. it is persistently online, supporting 

large numbers of players in one location) to other MMORPGs that it can be classed as 

one. In particular, these similarities to World of Warcraft mean that the player 

behaviour as displayed in Guild Wars might reasonably be observed in parts of World 

of Warcraft as well. 

 

3.3.1 Location Type 1: Social Hubs 
 

The first type of location that makes Guild Wars unique is the social hub, many of 

which exist throughout the game. Instead of having one instance of a massive world 

that all players inhabit at the same time, as most MMORPGs do, Guild Wars contains 

a series of relatively small social hubs. Players are able to use the social hubs as a 

forum for advertising the quests that they wish to carry out, looking for like minded 

people to accompany them. Social hubs are also locations where players engage in 

trade, advertising guilds that are looking for members and other social activities. 

 

Social hubs provide the opportunity to observe players in a complex social setting in a 

relatively small space, with a number of concurrent conversations. The participants in 

these conversations change, as people become involved in other conversations that 

catch their attention, or leave to go out into the game play areas. People are also able 

to carry out private interactions by specifying which channel they are conversing in, 

and it was noted that sometimes people forgot to change their channel, and carried out 

part of a private conversation in public. 

 

3.3.2 Location Type 2: Player versus Environment 
 

The second type of location in Guild Wars is the game play areas, which are usually 

called player versus environment (PvE). The majority of the game content takes place 
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in the PvE areas of the game, via the completion of a series of quests and missions. 

The quests are relatively small tasks that give the player something of value: 

experience, special items or skills. The missions are the major way of advancing 

through the game, both by providing the player with more of the story and making 

more of the game map available. When a player exits a social hub to undertake a quest 

or mission, they exit into their own copy of the game world, which is an instance of 

the game. If a player exits the social hubs with other players, then the group of players 

share an instance of the game.  

 

The PvE areas allow for more in-depth interactions between smaller groups of people, 

who have chosen to play this section of the game together, as there are no distractions 

of other conversations being carried out. Conversations in this setting tend towards 

completion, whereas in the social area conversations tend to trail off as people leave 

or move on to other topics. People also do not have to filter out other conversations, 

or the advertisements for trade, guilds and other miscellanea that can overwhelm them 

in the social areas. Team dialogue in these situations tends to be more focused 

towards the purpose of the team, how they would go about achieving their purpose 

and actions that team members need to take. 

 

3.3.3 Location Type 3: Player versus Player 
 

The third type of location is the player versus player (PvP) areas of the game. There 

are a number of PvP areas in Guild Wars, each with a different purpose. The first type 

of PvP area is the Guild Battle area where teams of up to 8 players compete against 

each other. Guild battles can be viewed by any player in the game. 

 

The other forms of PvP are the Random and Team arenas, where players can form 

PvP groups with whoever else is available at the time. All players have access to the 

Random arenas, but have to win five consecutive matches in order to gain access to 

the Team Arenas. Therefore, players that can be found in the Team Arenas are 

generally more skilled or experienced than those in the Random Arenas. Groups 

consist of four players, and there are different victory conditions. Players tend to use 

the Random Arenas to gain experience with new skills or approaches to combat. 
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Once players have won five matches (not necessarily consecutive) in the Team Arena, 

they are able to compete in the next highest level of PvP competition, which is called 

Heroes Ascent. In Heroes Ascent teams of up to eight players compete against teams 

from other regions. The possible regions that a team can represent are America, 

Europe, Korea, Japan and Taiwan which correspond to the server-based regions. In 

the final arena in Heroes Ascent, called the “Hall of Heroes”, teams compete for an 

in-game attribute called “the favor of the gods”. Players in the region that currently 

possesses the favor of the gods have access to high level game content that is not 

available to other regions. In order for a region to have the favor of the gods, a team 

representing their region must win five consecutive matches in the Hall of Heroes. 

 

The PvP arenas in the game therefore range from practice, relatively easy-going areas 

to areas of the game that are taken very seriously by those involved. The interactions 

that take place within these areas reflect the different approach that players take. In 

the high level PvP areas, interactions between players are usually strongly associated 

with the purpose of the team as the contests are fast-paced and so do not allow much 

time for un-directed social interactions. In the lower level or practice PvP arenas, 

social interactions can be less directed. These different PvP areas therefore provide a 

range of interactions that demonstrate different ways that players make use of the 

communication channels available to them. 

 

3.3.4 Player Roles: Defined by Character Professions 
 

Typically, after being situated in an environment for a period of time, an ethnographer 

would begin to categorise or label the roles and activities that people have given 

themselves or that they are given by other members of the community. Guild Wars, 

like many other virtual communities, but unlike many real world situations, has a set 

of pre-defined roles. These roles are, to some extent, pre-defined by the nature of the 

game design process, which puts boundaries on the possible actions that a player can 

take in the game. Therefore, it is necessary to identify the roles beforehand, in order to 

further understand the interactions between these roles. For the most part, roles in 

Guild Wars are defined by the profession that the player chooses. 
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When a player creates a character in Guild Wars they are required to choose a primary 

profession. There are six different professions in Guild Wars: Warrior, Ranger, Monk, 

Elementalist, Necromancer and Mesmer. After playing the game for a short amount of 

time, the player is given the chance to choose a secondary profession. Players are able 

to try out secondary professions for awhile before they are required to make a final 

choice. The option to try out secondary professions allows the player to determine 

which combination of professions best suits their playing style. The combinations of 

professions are part of the rich environment that exists within Guild Wars, as this 

game design element supports a range of interactions between players and different 

group dynamics. The primary profession influences the available options for the 

character’s appearance as well as their abilities in the game. It is possible to tell the 

primary profession of a character simply from their appearance. A brief explanation of 

the six professions, and how they are generally combined with other professions in 

primary and secondary capacities, follows. 

 

The Warrior class is the strongest class of character in the game, with the most armour 

and the best ability to absorb damage during combat. They generally engage in close 

combat and are expected to be at the front line. A good secondary profession for the  

Warrior is Monk, as the Monk skills allow Warriors to heal and protect themselves 

during combat. Many players choose to play as Warrior, as there is always a need for 

this type of character. 

 

The Ranger profession is the second main attacking profession in Guild Wars. 

Rangers usually favour long-range combat and are expected to support their attacks 

with traps. Rangers are expected to lure opponents into traps and separate opponent 

groups into more manageable sizes. A good secondary profession for the Ranger is 

Warrior for the strength this profession provides or Monk for the additional healing 

skills. 

 

Monks are usually referred to as healers in Guild Wars, although it is possible to play 

a Monk character as a more offensive than defensive character. Generally, a Monk 

stays at the back of the party, providing protection and healing for the other characters 

that provide the fire power. When Monk is chosen as the primary profession, players 
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will need a more offensive-minded profession as their secondary class, such as 

Warrior, to provide themselves with some protection and more offensive power. 

 

The Elementalist profession is considered to be the strongest spell-caster in the game, 

but are the most prone to taking damage. The Elementalist generally stays back from 

combat, providing damage to enemies from afar or support to other characters that are 

engaged in close combat. A good secondary profession for an Elementalist is one that 

supports the combat-from-afar approach generally taken by this profession, such as 

Monk or Necromancer. 

 

Mesmers are characters that specialise in deception and illusion. Mesmers are able to 

cast spells that confuse or interrupt their opponents. They cast spells that slow 

opponents down, or slowly drain their health or energy. Very few Mesmer spells 

cause direct damage to opponents. Instead their focus is on preventing opponents 

doing damage to the Mesmer and their team. As with the Elementalist class, a good 

secondary profession choice for the Mesmer usually supports their attack-from-afar 

approach, such as Monk or Necromancer. 

 

Finally, Necromancers are another spell casting profession. Necromancers draw 

strength and energy from opponents and they use the deaths of their opponents and 

team-mates for gain. Many Necromancer spells cause damage to the caster, but cause 

even more damage to their opponents. A Necromancer has to be careful not to do too 

much damage to himself which could not be healed by his team-mates. Good choices 

for secondary professions for the Necromancer are Mesmer or Warrior. Having 

Warrior as a secondary profession allows the Necromancer more possibility of 

absorbing some of the damage done by the skills of their primary class. Mesmer as a 

secondary profession supports the indirect approach taken by the Necromancer. 

 

The least frequently chosen profession is the Mesmer, either as a primary or 

secondary profession, as it is generally considered to be the hardest to learn to use (in 

fact, most guides to playing Guild Wars recommend that new players avoid the 

Mesmer class). Monks are the second least frequently chosen primary profession, 

although it very common to see Monk as a secondary profession. The most common 

primary professions are Warrior and Elementalist. 
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Because the player roles are pre-defined into these six categories, the focus of an 

ethnographer in this environment is not on the roles people can take on. Instead, the 

ethnographer’s attention is on how people in different roles interact with each other 

and with their environment. Therefore, the focus of the ethnographic observations 

described in following chapters is on the interactions between players, rather than on 

the role that a player inhabits. 

 

3.3.5 Differing Group Sizes - A Unique Aspect of Guild Wars 
 

An aspect of Guild Wars that is different to other MMORPGs is that players can 

undertake the PvE parts of the game in parties of non-player characters (NPCs), 

players or a combination of both. Players are able to play the entire game without 

playing with other people, if they choose. Generally, players seem to prefer to play in 

groups with other players, especially for the missions, which are much harder than the 

quests. The NPCs in these cases are used by groups of players who are unable to 

gather a part of the required size. They use NPCs to fill out the gaps in the party 

roster. The size of the party is capped at different sizes throughout the game. In the 

tutorial area of the game, the party size is two, for the first section of the game the size 

is four. In the PvE areas, the largest the group can be is 8 people. The different PvP 

areas of the game have different rules about the size of groups, as well. Some games 

require parties of four players. One of the Team Arenas, called the Alliance 

Battleground, has 12 players on each team, which are organised as three parties of 

four players. 

 

Guild Wars is therefore a combination of MMORPG, small grouped play such as that 

found in some multi-player games and single play. The result allows for a wide 

variety of play preferences, as well as playing styles. Some people prefer to play the 

game almost as a single player game, and other players almost always play with other 

people. Progress is sometimes difficult to make when accompanied only by NPCs, 

although it is possible. The different styles of play cause people to have different 

opinions regarding the social interactions in game. Some players regard social 
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interactions as a benefit of playing in groups with others, and other players do not 

interact with their team members at all. 

 

3.3.6 Team Formation Rules - An Underlying Game Tradition 
 

There are traditions among players about the combination of professions that provide 

the basis for creating teams for completing quests and missions. Rather than being 

immutable rules about how a team must be formed, these traditions are experience 

based, and disseminated through the game from player to player and through websites 

such as the Guild Wars wiki (http://gw.gamewikis.org/wiki/Main_Page). The 

guideline can be summed up by saying “there needs to be balance between the 

professions”. A group cannot consist of all defensive characters, such as Monks and 

Mesmers. There needs to be at least one character that is able to act as the primary 

offensive character: either a Warrior or a character with Warrior as the secondary 

profession, so they are able to take the brunt of the damage directed at the group. To 

be effective, the group would also need to contain a Monk or two or more characters 

with Monk as a secondary profession. If there is no Monk, then the group will usually 

engage in some conversation about which of the other characters would act as a Monk 

throughout the quest. The general consensus seemed to be that there needed be at least 

one dedicated healer, that is, one person whose job it is to ensure that none of the 

other characters take too much damage. 

 

After these guidelines have been taken into consideration, group formation becomes 

much more flexible. Other guidelines can come into play, such as having more than 

two Elementalists can make the party vulnerable, as Elementalists generally do not 

have healing spells, nor do they have much armour. A group that has more than two 

Elementalists means that the Monk will generally have to devote too much attention 

to them, possibly at the expense of other players. 

 

3.3.7 Chat Channels provide levels of Privacy 
 

There are five different channels for conversing in Guild Wars, each of which has a 

different level of privacy. The general chat channel broadcasts everything that a 

http://gw.gamewikis.org/wiki/Main_Page
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player writes to all other players in the vicinity. In a social hub, everyone in the hub 

sees what is written in the general channel. In the game play area, the general channel 

only projects to the people in the player’s group. Players are unable to see the general 

chat that takes place in the social hubs when they are in the PvE areas. The second 

channel is the trade channel, which everyone can see as long as they haven’t set their 

options to filter the trade channel. Anything written in the trade channel appears on 

the screen in a different colour, so even without the filter on people may be able to 

visually filter, by ignoring the different coloured text. Any trade that occurs in a social 

hub is not visible to people out in the game play areas. 

 

The remaining chat channels – guild, team and whisper – provide differing levels of 

privacy. The guild channel allows a player to converse with anyone in their guild, 

regardless of their current location. This channel is probably used most in the PvP 

parts of the game. Its main use in the PvE parts of the game is to gather guild 

members in one place either for guild meetings or to support other members in quests. 

The team channel allows a team to discuss their composition in a social hub without 

the general population being aware of it. This chat channel also allows team members 

to decide who they will invite to be part of the team, and who will take on which role 

within the team. Finally, the whisper channel allows a player to select another player 

and send them a message that only that player is able to see. The whisper channel is 

the highest level of privacy that the game offers. 

 

The different chat channels, and the level of privacy associated with them, allows for 

a better understanding of the rules governing interaction between players in the game. 

Having these different channels of conversations is a major challenge for new players 

to overcome (Humphreys, 2005b) but also provides guidance about the rules of 

interaction, once those rules are known. This separation provides another distinct 

advantage to using Guild Wars over other MMORPGs where the separation is not as 

clear. 
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3.4 Guild Wars Population 
 

The identity of the participants in this ethnographic study is anonymous, and their age 

and gender is not generally known, except for the information that they reveal about 

themselves during the course of play. As previously noted (in section 2.3.3), recent 

work has been carried out to determine the demographics of MMORPG players (Yee, 

2007b). Respondents to an online survey reported their ages from 11 to 68 years old 

with an average age of 26 years. 25% of the respondents indicated that they were 

teenagers. The average time spent in-game was approximately 22 hours per week and 

8% of respondents stated that they had played MMORPGs for 40 hours or more per 

week (Yee, 2007b). This information is based on self-selected participants and the 

reliability cannot be verified, but it is the best estimate currently available, and there is 

no reason to assume that the demographics of Guild Wars players are different. 

 

When players create their first character in Guild Wars they are offered the choice of 

which part of the world they want to play in. The options are Korea, Japan, Taiwan 

America and Europe. The Korean, Japanese and Taiwanese servers were not available 

to Australians, but the American and European servers were. Observations were 

carried out on both the American and European servers. On the European servers, 

there were participants from England, France, Germany and Australia. On the 

American servers, there were participants from America and Australia. 

 

The participants in the ethnographic study were a mixture of both experienced and 

inexperienced Guild Wars players, although no conclusions could be made about their 

experiences in other online games. The concentration of experienced versus 

inexperienced changed depending on how far through the game the observation took 

place. The highest level that a character can currently achieve in the game is 20. 

Players start at level 1, and generally play through the tutorial section of the world 

until they have reached level 5 to 7, which takes approximately three to five hours of 

play. Although it is possible to exit the tutorial at level 1, most players do not exit, as 

the main game is too difficult to work through at level 1. The amount of experience 

points (XP) needed to “level up” increases as a player moves further through the 
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levelling up process. Consequently, more time is required to level up at the higher 

levels than at the lower levels. 

 

At certain points in the game, for instance a social hub called Ascalon City1, there are 

many more inexperienced players (with a character level between 5 and 8) than there 

are experienced players. Experienced players have their reasons for returning to this 

location in the game, but they are still vastly outnumbered by newer players. At other 

locations in the game, such as Lion’s Arch, which is not available to the player until 

about a third of the way through the game, it is very rare to see a character with a 

level less than 12 or 13 (which requires approximately 20 to 30 hours of game play), 

as it is generally not possible to get that far through the game without achieving this 

level. 

 

The mix of player experiences allows for a greater range of social interactions, which 

is why observations were carried out in a number of different areas throughout the 

game. Hypothesising about the interactions that take place in different locations leads 

to the question of whether the style and topics of interactions change as the mix of 

players tends towards more experience as opposed to less experience. 

 

The players who were observed in the ethnographic study were mostly players who 

were available at the times when I was in-game. The majority of the observations took 

place in public locations, making the gaining of informed consent difficult and 

impractical. Following the convention of previous virtual ethnographic studies, it was 

considered that observation of public parts of communities do not require informed 

consent from participants and can instead be observed as a participant/lurker (Lofland 

& Lofland, 1995). Additionally, five members of my guild (described in section 3.6) 

also volunteered to participate in the game-play parts of the game to help me make 

progress. 

 

                                                 
1 A map of Tyria, the continent on which game play in Guild Wars takes place can be viewed at 

http://vnmedia.ign.com/gwvault.ign.com/dropbox/Cartography/WorldMapTyria.jpg. The map shows the 
location of Ascalon City, as well as all other social hubs and game play areas mentioned in this thesis. 
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3.5 Observer as Avatar – Choosing the Role 
 

A side effect of the fact that roles are pre-defined to some extent in Guild Wars (as 

mentioned in section 3.3.4), was that my role as observer was actually less carefully 

defined than it would typically be in an ethnographic study. Generally, ethnographers 

are given tasks that the community would initially trust to outsiders or newcomers, as 

they have to prove themselves when they first join a community (McNeill & 

Chapman, 2005). However, because of the pre-defined roles engendered by the player 

professions, the role I chose was not necessarily forced on me by the community, but 

more so by the design of the game. I was also able to choose multiple roles with 

which to interact with players, I could play as many ways as the game would allow, 

and all of these ways would be accepted by players within the game, although some 

(such as playing an Elementalist using fire skills, which focused on attack instead of 

earth skills, which focused on defence) were accepted more readily than others. 

 

I used four avatars during the course of the observations (see Figure 1). Each of these 

characters had different experience levels and was therefore appropriate in different 

parts of the game. For the majority of these observations, I played the game as a 

relatively high level female Elementalist/Monk called “Devil in Green” (level 16 to 

20). An advantage of using a higher level character is that it provides access to the 

majority of the game. In addition, this combination of profession types provided a 

range of options for participating in group activities. 

 

Using a high level character in the beginning areas of the game also had another 

advantage, in that people were more willing to take part in observations in the game 

play areas of the world with a high level character in the party. There were immediate 

benefits to them, as they were able to complete quests and missions more quickly and 

easily than they otherwise would have been able to do. The observer affecting players 

in this way was also a departure from typical ethnographic methods. After I had been 

playing/observing for some time, I found myself in the position of acting as a mentor 

or guide to other players, instead of asking the “stupid yet insightful” questions 

(Fetterman, 1998). 
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Elementalist characters are always in demand, as they are considered to be the 

strongest “spell-casters” in the game. With a secondary profession of Monk, the 

character was also able to act as a healer. This combination of professions allowed 

one high level character to meet two of the requirements for a party, allowing the rest 

of the group to be less particular about any remaining members (keeping in mind the 

grouping rules explained above). 

 

One disadvantage that arose from my character choice related to the mission staging 

areas. In the mission staging areas the avatar’s profession and level were shown above 

her head. In the latter stages of the game, this information had no effect, as my 

character was at the same level as the other players. However, in earlier stages of the 

game, the character stood out as being very high level for that area, and I was 

frequently asked to participate in missions. The effect of this game mechanic tended 

to defeat the purpose of the ethnographer attempting to be as unobtrusive as possible 

in the environment. 

 

The three other characters that were used in the observations included a Monk/Ranger 

(Isis Morgan), a Warrior/Necromancer (Ciara Fenrir) and a Mesmer/Necromancer 

(Freya Draco). The Monk character, Isis, was used mainly in lower levels of the 

game, as the character was levels 9 - 15 for the observations. The Mesmer, Freya, was 

used for observations at high levels of the game (level 20 only). The Warrior, Ciara, 

was used for the mid levels of the game (levels 12 – 17). The range of characters as 

well as the range of levels allowed me, as the observer, to take on different roles 

within a team in addition to providing access to different parts of the game. 
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Figure 1 Guild Wars avatars (from left to right) Devil In Green, Isis Morgan, 

Ciara Fenrir and Freya Draco 

 

With any ethnographic study, questions regarding the bias and experience of the 

observer need to be addressed. My experience with Guild Wars began in June 2005 

and observations began two months later in August 2005. Thus, I had enough 

experience with the game to know the basic mechanics and etiquette of the game, but 

was still new enough to act as an apprentice in a typical apprentice/master 

ethnographic relationship. However, I am also a part of the community – I belong to a 

guild called Giant Communist Robots (abbreviated to GCR in-game) and I have 

friends with whom I play Guild Wars socially. Therefore, I have had to be careful 

about the assumptions I make about other players’ experience, behaviour and 

motivation. 

 

Guild Wars provides an in-game mechanic that allows a player to see how many 

hours they have played the game in total, as well as how many hours they have played 

each character. In any chat channel a player can type “/age” which results in a 

comment indicating the number of hours of game play for the current character, as 

well as the number of hours game play in total. At the start of observations in August 

2005, I had played for approximately 50 hours in total. By the time observations were 

complete in mid 2007, I had played for 500 hours. The hours I had played each 

character named above were: 

 

• Devil in Green: 190 hours 

• Freya Draco: 123 hours 
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• Isis Morgan: 82 hours 

• Ciara Fenrir: 57 hours 

 

The time played for these characters totals 452 hours. The remaining 48 hours of the 

500 can be accounted for by characters that were abandoned after a short time (i.e., a 

Ranger that I played for approximately five hours before deciding I did not like the 

profession) or characters that were not used as part of this study (i.e., a Necromancer 

that I only play when members of my guild require a Necromancer). 

 

3.6 Observer as Player and Community Member 
 

As well as my level of experience with the community under observation, other 

aspects of my experience, purpose and bias need to be identified, so that any influence 

on the resulting studies and observations can be understood. As I was an observer, but 

also a participant in the community, some of the observations I will relate involved 

me as one of the principals. Therefore, I believe it is necessary to understand my 

gaming history in order to understand how it may impact my ability to frame and 

narrate events within the game. 

 

During the time the observations in Guild Wars took place I was aged between 25 and 

27 years old. I played from my home and workplace (in Australia), often during the 

middle of the day in order to be online at the same times as the majority of the game 

population, that is, early evening and night in America. I have been playing video 

games for over 12 years and consider myself to be a fairly serious “gamer”. 

 

My gender and age may have been issues that affected the response of players 

involved in the ethnographic study that was undertaken for this thesis. One noticeable 

aspect of the observations that I undertook in Guild Wars was the change in behaviour 

when players found out that I was female, and aged in my twenties. Although I did 

not provide this information to everyone, I did provide it under certain circumstances, 

particularly when players asked for further information about my research or if other 

players provided me with similar information about themselves first.  
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Despite my use of female avatars in the game, assumptions both on my part and that 

of other players had unexpected consequences. For example, an assumption about my 

gender occurred when I was interacting with my guild. The guild I am a member of 

(called “Giant Communist Robots” or GCR) is based around a website called Shack 

News (http://www.shacknews.com), which provides news about upcoming games, 

reviews of recently released games and interviews with game developers. The site 

boasts a large community of dedicated game players, who post hundreds of comments 

a day and also has affiliated guilds in other MMORPGs, such as World of Warcraft. 

In order to join a guild for a game such as Guild Wars, either the guild leader or one 

of the officers has to offer an invitation to a player. In early 2006 (recorded in artefact 

NB2-2. For a complete list of artefacts, refer to Appendix A), a friend who was 

already in the guild approached one of the officers of GCR and asked him to invite me 

to join. My friend vouched for me as a “shacker”, that is, someone who identifies 

themselves as a member of the Shack News community, and the invitation to join was 

extended. It did not occur to me that my gender was never specifically mentioned and 

the guild officer did not mention my gender when I was introduced to the rest of the 

guild. 

 

It was only some months later (NB3-4), when I was participating in a conversation 

about the changes in Britney Spears’ appearance with guild members that they 

became aware of my gender. A group of five players were discussing how she had 

changed from the attractive young woman of some years ago to what they called a 

“hot mess”, which is slang for someone who looks terrible (Urban Dictionary, n.d.a). 

In the spirit of the conversation, I mentioned that she was my first “girl crush”, so it 

was with sadness that I watched her deteriorate. A girl crush is generally considered to 

be a nonsexual attraction one woman has for another, usually based on veneration at 

some level (Urban Dictionary, n.d.b). However, when this statement is made by a 

male, it has a different connotation. My guild mates went silent for a minute, trying to 

work out how to respond to a male guild member who appeared to indicate that he 

was homosexual, because he stated that having a crush on a girl was unusual for him, 

by using the term “girl crush”. Their responses demonstrated surprise, and probably 

indicated that the guild members did not really want to discuss the sexuality of 

another male, if it was different to their perceived norm. 

 

http://www.shacknews.com/
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After some confusion, the guild members clarified that I was female, and their 

responses to this information indicated that I was now regarded as “other” in some 

way by the group, without being excluded. I had identified myself as being different 

(in this case, being female), but willing to engage in the activities that the group found 

pleasure in – participating in two formal online communities with them (Shack News 

and Guild Wars), as well as participating in more informal conversations about topics 

that they would not expect a woman to engage in. 

 

Player response to a female playing Guild Wars was further observed with members 

of the group with whom I completed the mission called “The Wilds” (NB1-15). After 

the group finished the mission, a player from New Orleans began to send me private 

messages, continuing a fairly morbid joke that the group had been having during the 

mission about how the voodoo priests in New Orleans were able to create a large 

amount of zombies after Hurricane Katrina. After the group shared information about 

themselves, one player attempted to flirt during the mission using the whisper channel 

and attempted to continue a relationship outside Guild Wars. This behaviour was not a 

regular part of the ethnographic observations. 

 

3.7 Data Collection in Guild Wars and Analysis of Data 
 

The ethnographic observation sessions took place over a period of 22 months, 

between August 2005 and May 2007, at different times throughout the day on both the 

American and European servers. Observations were carried out every 10 days on 

average (see Appendix A for a list of in-game locations of observations. Dates and 

times have been removed for privacy reasons) and lasted between three and six hours. 

Where possible, I stayed in one location to observe long-running interactions and to 

try to observe the different nature of player interactions in different locations. 

Observations that involved team play were usually between one to three hours long, 

including team formation, game play and how the team separated (refer to chapter 5 

for more information on teams). In total, there were sixty sessions which totalled 

approximately 300 hours of observation (of the 400 hours of play that took place 

during this period). 

 



 

 60

When possible, I recorded videos of game observations, although it was not always 

possible to do so, due to technical considerations. The data that were available 

through the game recordings included the movements of my avatar and other player 

avatars in the vicinity. The recordings also included the chat transcripts. Game data 

were recorded using a program called Game Cam Lite, which records every action 

and conversation that is seen from the point of view of the observer’s avatar. Game 

Cam Lite records the game play as an avi file (Game Cam Lite can also take 

screenshots), which effectively acts as a video recording of every event that took 

place during the observation session. Many players are familiar with Game Cam Lite 

and other programs like it (such as Fraps), which players use to take videos of the 

game that they post to websites such as You Tube (as of 19/05/2007 there were 

approximately 13 500 videos on the You Tube website that were tagged as relating to 

Guild Wars). 

 

When recording was not an option, I took notes during or immediately after an 

observation. In some cases, when I was actively involved in game play, it was 

impossible to take notes while the game was taking place, as to do so would have 

jeopardised the progress of the group I was playing with. When that situation 

occurred, I relied on the chat history, which allows a player to scroll through chats 

that have taken place in the current game play session. The chat history is accessed by 

clicking on the small icon of a head and shoulders in the lower left of the Guild Wars 

interface, an example of which can be seen in Figure 2. In this way, I was able to 

record events and dialogue as it actually happened, without relying on my memory 

and bias to interpret events. 
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Figure 2 Guild Wars User Interface 

 

Chat transcripts included conversations that took place in the public chat channels 

(Local and Trade) as well as the more restricted channels – Guild, Team and Whisper. 

The only Guild chat I had access to was that of my own guild, and as I do not belong 

to a particularly active guild, it was only occasionally included in the observations. 

Team chat occurred more frequently, especially when teams were forming and needed 

to delineate roles. As with guild chat, I did not have access to the conversations of 

teams other than those I belonged to, unless the conversation took place in a public 

channel. Finally, I recorded some personal communications, via the Whisper channel, 

with other players who directed conversation at me personally. In many cases, 

whispered comments were requests to join a team, but there were also some personal 

conversations which were noted. 

 

The decision was made not to undertake interviews with members of the community 

during the period of observations. This decision was made for two reasons. The first 

reason was that requesting interviews with players may have affected their opinion of 
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me as a member of the community, in fact jeopardising that position. DeLyser (2001), 

amongst others, acknowledges the tenuous position of researchers who are also 

members of a community. Implicit knowledge gathering activities, undertaken when 

the community in general is aware of the activities, are not believed to threaten the 

researcher’s status as a member of the community. However, explicit knowledge 

gathering activities, such as asking questions in an interview style, may be regarded as 

intrusive. Secondly, previous ethnographers have elected not to interview members of 

the community, as their knowledge of their activities is implicit and they experience 

things tacitly (Moffatt, 1989; Spradley, 1980). Therefore, asking players to evaluate 

their experiences may not provide much information about their role in helping to 

develop an in-game culture. 

 

The result of this decision is that the conclusions drawn in the following chapters are 

drawn largely from participant observations, without formal interviews. Where player 

help was needed to explicate meaning - to help understand why players acted a certain 

way - I often questioned them informally, briefly taking on an apprentice role, without 

formalising the situation. Through this process, I believe I gathered enough evidence 

to ensure that I represented a player’s actions and conversation correctly. Other 

ethnographic studies of online communities (such as Cherny (1999) and Taylor 

(1999)) provided similar contextualising information through similar informal 

interviews (although both authors supplemented these with formal interviews). This 

decision also addresses the issue raised in section 3.1.2 about whether there was a 

need to meet the participants in real life: as the focus of the research in this thesis was 

on the behaviour of players in the game, (i.e. the virtual persona of the participants 

(from Hine, 2000)) it was decided that there was no need to verify their real world 

details. 

 

In addition to videos and transcripts, artefacts were collected throughout the period 

that the ethnographic study took place. These artefacts included forum posts and 

screenshots of notable events within the game, evidence from game manuals and 

game wikis, where the player base created and maintained knowledge of best practice 

within the game. In addition, I took notes during and after each observation, whether 

recorded or not. I tried to record player interactions, movements, actions and my 

thoughts, questions and emotions in relation to these events, in case my reactions 
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became a part of the narrative (Emerson et al, 2001). My field notes, annotations and 

reflections on the observations were recorded in four A4 notebooks and cross 

referenced with files associated with the observations. The artefacts associated with 

this ethnographic study are distributed across a number of different media. 

 

One problem with this approach was that the evidence that is available is entirely 

based on what I could observe – the visual evidence in front of me. It is possible to 

extrapolate motivations for player behaviour from the evidence, but all of these 

motivations would be filtered through my understanding of the game and player 

actions, which may not be accurate for other players. Therefore, these studies will 

make no claims about player motivations or feelings, instead categorising player 

behaviour and possible design approaches to supporting certain types of behaviour. 

 

Other forms of ethnography, such as cognitive ethnography (as used by Steinkuehler 

(2005) in her study of players in Lineage 2) are able to provide access to the beliefs of 

members of the community, i.e. the underlying causes that encourage them to 

participate in and help shape a community. Thus, cognitive ethnography provides a 

more explanatory approach than the one that has been undertaken here (Steinkuehler 

& Williams, 2006). Instead, the approach taken has been to focus more on 

understanding the context that players collectively create in the game environment. 

Based on the understanding that an individual’s behaviour is influenced by shared 

culture (one of the fundamental principles of anthropology), this work has attempted 

to elucidate this shared culture (Fetterman, 1998; Spradley, 1980). It was decided that 

while players may be able to clarify elements of the culture, they would not be able to 

shed light on why their culture formed as it did (i.e. the causative elements 

illuminated by ethnographic methods that focus on the meaning that players create of 

their environment, such as occurs in cognitive ethnography) (Moffatt, 1989). 

 

The data analysis process that was used in the ethnographic studies was grounded 

theory (Glaser, 1998). Coding was done manually rather than using a Computer 

Assisted Qualitative Data AnalysiS, or CAQDAS, program, for two reasons both 

pertaining to the depth of the resultant analysis. The first was that the data set was not 

as large as those that generally make the best use of CAQDAS programs (Seale, 

2000). The second reason was that there have been concerns that CAQDAS programs 
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permit the user to code data and carry out what is effectively pattern analysis. Users 

would then claim to have carried out grounded theory, but without using the full range 

of analytic procedures that underpin grounded theory (Seale, 2001). Further, it has 

been acknowledged that CAQDAS programs are not particularly helpful for analysing 

artefacts that are not plain text documents, such as videos, which are the primary data 

source for this study (Ezzy, 2002). 

 

Given these concerns, the decision was made to manually code and analyse the data 

gathered through the ethnographic observations. Repeated iterations through the data 

– both visual and textual – resulted in three main areas of concern being identified. 

These three areas were that the game was a Marketplace, a way to engage in Team 

Work and finally, a site of Free Play. The first type of player behaviour was that the 

players used the game as a Marketplace, a way to develop their “livelihood” in the 

game. They traded items and services for in-game currency, joined or recruited 

players for guilds and engaged other players in profession-related conversations (see 

Chapter 4). Secondly, players engaged in the “work” of the game; these were the 

activities of players trying to make progress through the game. The majority of the 

work revolved around teams, how they were formed, the language that players used in 

teams, how roles were negotiated and how team conflicts were resolved (see Chapter 

5). Finally, players engaged in many other forms of social play that are observed in 

real world situations. These types of play included make-believe or pretend play, 

nonsense play where people engaged in activities simply to have fun and finally play 

that involved mockery or taunting other players, which is sometimes referred to as 

“cruel play” (see Chapter 6). 
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Chapter 4 

 

Focus 1: Guild Wars as Marketplace 
 

4.1 Chapter Overview 
 

A significant part of the process of forming communities in MMORPGs 

involves the trade of goods, services and knowledge. Game designers could 

benefit from understanding how players participate in the economy of an 

MMORPG, enabling insight into how to support and encourage it. It is well 

known that player behaviour in MMORPGs generate in-game currency or 

items that can be traded or sold for real world money (Castronova, 2001). 

What is needed is a comprehensive view of how players interact with each 

other to earn the money or items, and what conventions govern the trade of 

goods and services in-game. A large part of the dialogue that took place in Guild 

Wars was related to trade in some way. The focus on trade indicated that a major part 

of the player community revolved around buying and selling items and services for in-

game currency, which prompted the first focus of this ethnographic study: the need to 

explore Guild Wars as a thriving player-driven Marketplace. 

 

The interactions described in this chapter illustrate the first focus of the ethnographic 

study of Guild Wars, which was that players used the game as a virtual Marketplace 

where they traded goods and services, joined guilds and shared knowledge. Two 

research questions motivated the selection of observations reported in this chapter: 

 

RQ1: What are the activities that players engage in to form a virtual Marketplace in 

Guild Wars? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does Guild Wars support the Marketplace activities of players? 
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During the ethnographic study, most of the interactions took place in the social hubs 

(as described in chapter 3), but there were some occasions to observe interactions in 

the game play areas. Generally, the interactions in the game play areas were of 

necessity shorter and more focused than the interactions that took place in the social 

hubs, as they took place in and around combat situations. Most of the observations, 

therefore, involved my character as a passive observer instead of an active participant.  

 

There were three general types of Marketplace-related behaviour in which players 

were observed. The first type of behaviour involved trade activities, where players 

bought or sold in-game items or services. Trade-related interactions included players 

trying to buy or sell in-game items such as armour or weapons or provide services for 

other characters, such as running them through difficult parts of the game. The second 

type of behaviour revolved around the formation of guilds and recruitment of new 

players. Players would advertise that a guild was looking for new members and 

occasionally the reverse was observed, that a player was looking for a guild to join. 

The final type of behaviour was the knowledge sharing practices that players engaged 

in and how these changed over the course of the game. Players shared knowledge 

about game mechanics, although their willingness to do so appeared to lessen in the 

more advanced areas of the game. Players also engaged in conversation about the best 

practice associated with their character’s profession. 

 

4.2 The Guild Wars Trade Process 
 

Part of the process of trade in Guild Wars depended on the game mechanic that 

governed player to player trade. A number of conventions are associated with trading 

items in-game, relating to the use of the trade channel (which is described in section 

4.2.1). It was observed that the amount of information that players offered about items 

that they were selling or buying appeared to alter depending on their level of 

experience (as shown in section 4.2.2). These conventions situate the player trading 

activities that are described later in the chapter. 

 

Guild Wars provides an in-game mechanic that allowed players to easily trade items 

and in-game gold. When a player selected another player’s avatar, their name would 
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appear in the targeting box in the centre top section of the game interface. Next to the 

targeting box, a button would appear labelled “Trade”. Clicking on this button would 

cause the player’s avatar to run to the other player and the trade window would open. 

The other player would be notified of the first player’s desire to trade, as the 

following message popped up in the middle of the player’s screen: 

 
 “<player x> would like to trade with you”  

 

The player then had the option of viewing what was on offer, by clicking on the 

“View” button or declining the offer to trade, by clicking the “Decline” button.  

 

4.2.1 Player Usage of the Trade Channel 
 

Most trade that was advertised in Guild Wars took place using the Trade chat channel. 

Players that did not use the trade channel were asked to move their advertisements to 

the trade channel as it was considered impolite to use the general chat channels for 

repeated trade advertisements. However, in the early stages of the game using the 

general channel instead of the trade channel was accepted as a “newbie” mistake, and 

resulted in fairly polite requests to move to the trade channel. “Newbie” is a slang 

term for “new beginner”, or someone who has only just begun to play the game. An 

example of how a player in the low level part of the game was asked to move their 

trade to the trade channel was observed in Ascalon City: 

 
 “[x], you should use the trade channel not the general channel”2 

 “trade spam pisses people off” (NB1-15) 

 

The player was given clear instructions about alternate means of communicating with 

players who were involved in trade, instead of simply being told to stop. The player 

was also given a blunt, although not unkind, warning that the behaviour they were 

engaged in was not favourably regarded by other players in the game. The player 

giving the warning was making assumptions about the preferences of other players in 

the area, and perhaps even the population of players in general with the warning, but 

                                                 
2 Player comments are included verbatim, including spelling mistakes and original capitalisation, except for 

references to specific character names which have been removed or anonymised. 
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as no one disagreed with the statement, it was probably representative of many 

people’s feelings. 

 

In the later stages of the game, the requests for players to use the trade channel instead 

of the general chat channel were less polite. In Droknar’s Forge, one of the higher 

level parts of the game, there was generally large amounts of trade. On one occasion 

(NB_2), I observed a player attempting to sell a shield in Droknar’s Forge. The player 

wrote the statistics and their desired price in the general chat channel six times over 

the course of three minutes. Other conversations were taking place at the time, so the 

item for sale repeatedly broke up other interactions. After approximately three 

minutes, another player wrote the following comment in the general chat channel: 

 
 “stop fucking spamming the chat! use trade, thats what it for” (NB4-7) 

 

The player statement provides evidence that players did get “pissed off”, as was noted 

in the first interaction about using the general chat channel for trade interactions. The 

response of the player who was using the general channel for trade was the following 

statement: 

 
 “noone answers if i use the trade channel” (NB4-7) 

 

The justification for using the “wrong” channel at a high level of the game indicated 

that the player was not able to attract buyers for the item that they wished to sell. The 

player decided to move his attempts to find a buyer from the specialised trade channel 

to the general channel in the hopes of finding someone there. However, he received 

no sympathy from the first player, who responded by saying: 

 
 “that’s cause no one wants your crappy shield” (NB4-7) 

 

After this short interaction, there was no more trade observed in the general chat 

channel during the remainder of the session in Droknar’s Forge. This interaction 

highlights the difficulties players had in finding a buyer for the specialised items that 

they have on offer. Both of these interactions also showed players acting in a 
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“policing” role – they intervened on behalf of other players who may have been 

annoyed at the actions that these players were taking. 

 

There was also a large amount of spam in the trade channel; people repeated the same 

message as soon as it disappeared from the screen. The same messages also appeared 

over long periods of time, which indicated that most people were willing to wait and 

keep repeating the message in hopes of a buyer. However, some players became quite 

agitated when they had no takers for the item that they were offering; they would start 

using capital letters and lots of exclamation marks and write things such as 

 
“WILL SOMEONE PELASE BUY THIS FREAKING SUNDERING LONGSWORD OFF 

ME” (GW7) 

 

Players also offered very different amounts of information about the items that they 

wished to buy or sell. Generally, players wishing to buy an item would give a general 

description and a price range that they were willing to pay. For instance, one player 

was observed in Temple of Ages, indicating that they wished to buy “shards” which 

are a type of loot that is dropped by monsters in high level parts of the game: 

 
 “Buying Shards 3k Each” (GW25) 

 “Buying Shards 3.5k Each” (GW25) 

 

The same player made both of these statements, and it appeared that the amount of 

gold that they were willing to pay increased from 3000 to 3500 when their first offer 

was not accepted. 

 

Players that were selling items sometimes went in the other direction, providing large 

amounts of information about the items that they had available, as well as the 

expected price. Players were observed selling items in early parts of the game that 

they had found in later levels. These items were much better than anything that lower 

level players could buy or find at that stage of the game. They were generally able to 

get much better prices from these lower level players than they would get from NPCs 

or other players in the areas where they found the item. 
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Many of the trade advertisements that were observed also included the following: 

 
“whisper me if you’re interested” (GW6a) 

“pm me for price” (NB1-1) 
 

The first statement indicated that any interested parties could whisper the player, 

which meant using the one-to-one chat channel to initiate further conversation. The 

acronym “pm” meant “private message” and also directed the player to use the one-to-

one chat channel, instead of the public chat channels. There appeared to be many 

reasons why seller might prefer that the transaction took place in private, one of which 

was to keep the public channels free of the details. 

 

4.2.2 From Inexperienced to Experienced Trade 
 

A difference between low level and high level parts of the game included how 

experienced players handled trade as opposed to new players. New players, when 

trying to buy an item were observed saying 

 
“Want to buy a really good shield” (GW1) 

 

whereas more experienced players would provide more information about the 

specifications of the shield that they were looking for. This difference resulted in less 

wasted time for people looking to trade; the experienced player had immediately ruled 

out anyone who did not have an item fitting their requirements. As mentioned in 

section 4.2.1, new players tended to use the general chat channel for trade and it was 

observed that other players would ask them to use the trade channel instead. Other 

reactions to player attempts to trade that did not appear to meet the community 

standards at high levels of the game, such as Augury Rock, were met with comments 

such as the following: 

 
 “I want noobs to stop selling overpriced items with caps on” (GW17) 
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Players sometimes attempted to prevent transactions with new or inexperienced 

players by indicating that they did not wish to deal with them, as in the following 

advertisement of an item for sale in Lion’s Arch: 
 

“WTS 5:1 VAMPIRIC STRING NO NOOB OFFERS” (GW1) 
 

A vampiric string was an upgrade item for bows, generally used by rangers. The 

acronym “WTS” stood for “want to sell”. The part of the advertisement that read 

“5:1” described specific aspects of the item (i.e. that when equipped the string caused 

5 health degeneration per second on opponents that had been shot with it and 1 health 

regeneration on the owner). 

 

In some cases where inexperienced players are engaging in trade, they appeared not to 

understand how the trade system worked. On one occasion (NB3-11), a player 

advertised that he wished to buy silver and black dye in Ascalon City. Dye was used 

to change the colour of armour on a player’s avatar. Silver dye was fairly rare and 

second only to black dye in price. The NPC dye trader had silver dye available for 

sale at 1000 gold pieces and was giving players 800 gold pieces to buy their silver 

dye. As I had some silver dye available, I offered to sell it to this player. He offered 

me 500 gold pieces, significantly less than what was on offer from the NPC.  

 

One of the reasons that trade is so popular in game is that players were willing to give 

each other more gold for items than is available from the NPCs. The player continued 

to insist that 500 gold pieces was reasonable for the silver dye and refused to 

negotiate. In the end, I did not sell the silver dye to him, but to the dye trader instead. 

As he had enough money to consider acquiring black dye (which was being sold for 

over 2000 gold by the trader), his refusal to negotiate may have meant that he was 

unwilling to play by the generally accepted rules of trade in game. 

 

Another incident of a trade transaction over dye was observed in Lion’s Arch where 

one player offered the other significantly less money than the dyes were worth at the 

trader. The seller (identified here as Sam T or ST in verbatim interactions) delivered a 

scathing diatribe to another player (identified here as Grey Beard) regarding the price 

of dye in game. Grey Beard had responded to a message that Sam had dyes for sale, 
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with an amount of gold that offended Sam T. Sam T responded with the following 

comments in the public chat channel (GW28): 

 
ST: 2 red, 2 silver, 1 orange, 2 yellow, 3 purple 2735 gold would you sell that for 

that???????????????????? 

ST: {Grey Beard} sucks dick 

ST: 2 red dyes = 820 gold 

ST: 820 plus 150 

ST: = 970 

ST: plus 2 silver dyes 

ST: 2790 

ST: plus 2 yellows 

ST: 2970 + 420 

ST: 3390 

ST: + 3 purples 

ST: 630 gold 

ST: 4020 

 

Dye was acquired by buying it from dye traders or occasionally from killing monsters 

in the game play areas. Certain dyes were more likely to be dropped by monsters than 

others. Yellow and orange dyes were the most common, with silver being very rare 

and black the rarest of all. Black dye was also expensive to purchase from the dye 

trader (usually 2000 gold or more), while silver usually cost at least 1000 gold to 

purchase. Sam T’s comments above showed him calculating the expected price for the 

amount of dyes he was offering. The comment “plus 150” refers to the price of orange 

dye, which was the only dye that Sam did not explicitly label. His conclusion was that 

the dyes he was offering were worth over 4000 gold if bought from the dye trader, so 

the fact that Grey Beard offered 2735 gold was ridiculous. He went on to further 

castigate Grey Beard with the following comments:  

 
ST: dumbass 

ST: learn how to count you thick shit 

ST: before you start accusing me of something 

ST: and i just used a calculator to prove that 

ST: fuck face 

P1: come on :) be nice 

ST: you ignored me cos you’re a pussy who dares not to be proven wrong 
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ST: well guess what 

ST: you just did (GW28) 

 

The comment to “be nice” was an interjection from another player (P1) who observed 

this interaction and was exhorting Sam T to be nice. However, Sam T continued to 

berate Grey Beard, without taking any notice of the input from a bystander. The 

interaction finished shortly after these statements, and nothing further was heard from 

Grey Beard. 

 

4.3 First Marketplace Activity: Trading Goods and Services 
 

The most common type of activity that took place in the distributed Marketplace that 

existed in Guild Wars was the player trade of goods and services. The range of goods 

and services that were offered by players to other players was extensive. Goods that 

were offered for sale by players included items that they acquired from killing 

monsters, such as weapons, armour or crafting materials. Players also offered services 

such as helping other players progress quickly though difficult parts of the game, or 

virtual lap dances. All of these goods and services were paid for by the in-game 

currency, which was the gold piece. As of 24th July, 2007, 100k of Guild Wars gold 

was selling online for AUD$10.69 (Internet Game Exchange, 2007), so the currency 

that players gain by trading goods and services in the virtual world has some 

significance in the real world. Some players made the most of these opportunities by 

acting as merchants, selling many of the different items that were available in-game 

(described in section 4.3.1). Other players offered services that enabled players to 

avoid difficult sections of the game, or progress quickly though them (described in 

section 4.3.2). A less frequently observed service that was offered by some players 

was virtual lap dances (described in section 4.3.3). Finally, it was observed that 

players appeared to be aware of the fluctuating value of in-game currency and items 

(described in section 4.3.4). 

 

4.3.1 Player Merchants 
 

Some players, instead of selling single items as they acquired them, acted as 

merchants, providing a range of goods for sale. The items that they offered were the 
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same goods offered by the merchant NPCs, so these players did not offer a unique 

service. However, the NPCs usually had a significant difference between the price at 

which they bought items from a player and the price at which they sold them to other 

players. Player merchants offered crafting items and artefacts for prices that were 

cheaper than the prices offered by NPCs. They also bought items from other players at 

prices higher than those offered by the NPC merchants. Player merchants were 

usually quite popular for these reasons. Players were aware that emphasising the 

difference in price between what they had to offer and what the NPCs were selling 

was necessary in order to get other players to buy from them. For instance, the 

following offer was observed in Ascalon City: 

 
“SELLING RUNES CHEAPER THAN NPC COME AND SEE AT RUNE TRADER” 

(GW1) 

 

Runes were items that players could attach to their armour to increase their statistics 

in some way. There were runes to increase health, energy and the specific attributes of 

the different professions. For example, one of the attributes of the Monk profession 

was Healing, which described the category of skills that the Monk could use to heal 

themselves and other players. The attributes for each profession could be increased 

from level 0 to a maximum of level 12, by using “attribute points” that were made 

available each time the player increased a level. As the level of the attribute was 

raised, the effect of skills associated with that attribute were also raised. For instance, 

Healing skills were more effective when a Monk’s Healing attribute was at level 12 

than at level 10. Runes were used to increase the maximum level of the attribute to 15, 

making the skills even more effective. 

 

Usually player merchants were higher level characters, who had gathered a large 

collection of items from different areas throughout the game. During the observations 

in game, three merchants were observed, all in relatively low level areas of the game: 

Ascalon City, Piken Square and Lion’s Arch. The merchants identified themselves as 

such, by stating comments such as the following in the public or trade chat channels: 

 
 “player merchant selling everything” (NB1-9) 

“merchant selling crafting items – feathers, silk squares, fur – pm me for prices” (NB4-9) 
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The player who advertised that he was selling everything was not specific about what 

he had available, whereas the second was. Crafting items were usually needed in order 

buy more effective armour from NPCs and could be expensive to purchase in the 

large quantities that were required.  

 

4.3.2 Services to Help Players Avoid Difficult Sections of the Game 
 

High level players offered services to other players, such as acting as a “runner” to 

lower level characters. The service called “running” involved taking players through 

difficult sections of the game for in-game currency. Some of the offers to run people 

through the game that were observed are as follows: 

 
 “running to any destination in desert for tips. PM me” (GW17) 

 “running to dunes for 1k each self invite” (GW17) 

 

One of the areas that attracted a large number of runners (and people willing to pay 

for the service) was an area of the game called “the desert”. There were a number of 

destinations that players wished to get to, but had trouble reaching, so runners 

sometimes offered to go to “any destination”. In some cases, runners did not specify 

the price they were charging in advance, offering instead to let the player decide their 

worth. The second statement above shows a runner who was heading to a mission 

staging area called “Dunes of Despair”, commonly referred to as “dunes” in-game. 

The player indicated their price – 1000 gold per person – and told anyone who was 

interested to invite themselves to join his team. 

 

Advertisements for runners that were observed included the following: 

 
 “Runner for hire - Can run anywhere (But Droks)” (GW34) 

 “looking for a cheap run to droks” (GW25) 

 

A well known “run” was from Beacon’s Perch to Droknar’s Forge (which was often 

shortened to “droks”), which effectively progressed the player through over half of the 

game content. The areas that were traversed by the runner included sections of the 
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game called Lornar’s Pass, Dreadnought’s Drift and Snake Dance, which were 

difficult areas for players to play through. Access to Droknar’s Forge provided the 

player with access to end game content as well as high level armour. 

 

One type of run was getting players through difficult missions without them having to 

fight their way through. There were only a few missions in the game where it was 

possible to run through the mission. Others were too hard to avoid all the opponents 

or required the fulfilment of objectives, such as defeating all opponents in the area. 

One of the missions that could be run was called “Divinity Coast”, which required the 

players to sneak through a part of the game that was heavily guarded by opponents. In 

the Divinity Coast staging area, I observed the following offer to run players through 

the mission: 

 
“Running People Through Mission [No Bonus] 750g Per Person Self Invite 2/6” (GW25) 

 

The runner indicated that they were running people through the mission, which would 

take approximately an hour to complete successfully, for 750 gold each. At this point 

in the game, the maximum team size was six people, so the runner has indicated that 

there were two people in the team – the runner and one other – and there was room for 

four more. The player would receive 1000 experience points for the successful 

completion of the mission. Finally, the runner indicated that they were not willing to 

run the player through the bonus that was associated with the mission. 

 

On one occasion (NB4-10), I accepted an offer to be run through the mission at 

Sanctum Cay, in order to witness first hand how a mission run took place. Two 

players were doing what they called a “dual run” where both of them would run 

through the mission. In their advertisement, they indicated that they had a 100% 

success rate. After accepting the invitation to join the team, I was asked to 

demonstrate that I had the required 2000 gold, through a trade session with one of the 

runners. I was not required to hand over the gold at that stage, only to demonstrate 

that I would be able to pay upon completion. Once the runners had attracted four 

clients, for a team of six, they set off on the mission. Both runners were Warriors, and 

were able to make use of Warrior skills that allow them to move quickly. Within a 

short space of time, the other team members and I had lagged far behind and were 
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quickly killed by the monsters who were paying far more attention to us than we were 

to them. 

 

From this point through to the end of the mission, I was able to access a bird’s eye 

view of the progress of the runners. They knew the quickest path through the mission 

and were able to avoid many of the obstacles. It was also obvious that they knew 

when certain opponents would patrol areas, as they would stop and wait for them to 

pass before continuing. At the end of the mission, the players were required to protect 

an allied NPC who was performing a summoning spell. The two runners split up to 

cover both available approaches to the NPC. Although it became clear that they would 

not have been successful against the large number of opponents if they had to keep 

fighting, they held the opponents off long enough for the allied NPC to finish his 

spell, thus ensuring that the mission was a success. 

 

The result was that the runners progressed myself and three other players through a 

difficult section of the game in approximately 20 minutes, in a way that required no 

effort on my part. Indeed, I spent most of the mission chatting with the other three 

players, commenting on the strategy of the two runners. Once we had safely arrived in 

the next town, one of the runners again initiated a trade session so that I could pay her 

the gold that was owed. 

 

A player once informed me that running people to places in Guild Wars was how he 

earned his income (NB3-12). It was unclear if he meant that running was his income 

in the real world or if it was just to get enough in-game money. Given that there are 

now many sites available to trade Guild Wars gold for real world money, and it has 

been shown that players can make a living from in-game activities (e.g. Malaby, 

2006; Dibbell, 2006. Although neither of these refer to Guild Wars, the range of 

activities that players can undertake in an MMORPG to make real world money is 

diverse, as shown in section 2.2.1), it was certainly possible that running people 

through the game of Guild Wars was this player’s primary source of income. 

 

Players sometimes traded items that were required to complete quests for in-game 

currency. Not all quests required players to find and return items, so the practice of 

finding and selling quest items was not as prevalent as the practice of running. There 
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were still a number of players who were observed buying and selling items that 

allowed them to avoid a few hours of difficult game play. The most frequently 

observed quest item that was for sale was related to the quest called “Althea’s Ashes”, 

which required the player to recover an urn containing the ashes of a woman named 

Althea from a large group of opponents. The quest departed from Piken Square, one 

of the low level areas of the game, and was generally considered one of the first 

difficult quests in the game. As it was a quest, not a mission, it was not necessary to 

complete in order to progress through the game. However, completion was worth 

2000 experience points, a significant amount of experience, especially at low levels of 

the game. 

 

Higher level players would venture out, and defeat the opponents relatively easily. 

They would gather the urn of ashes and return to Piken Square to sell it to players who 

were having trouble with the quest, or did not want to take the time and effort to 

complete it. The following message shows a player highlighting the benefits of buying 

the urn of ashes: 

 
 “WTS ALTHEA'S ASHES >>200G<< (instant 2000 xp)” (GW1) 

 

For many players who have arrived at Piken Square for the first time, 200 gold was 

not an insignificant amount, although it was certainly possible that many players 

would have that much money.  

 

4.3.3 Virtual Lap Dances 
 

A service that was offered by some players in the game was virtual lap dances. One of 

the possible in-game actions that a player can take was making their avatar dance. 

Each gender in each profession had a different dance, resulting in twelve different 

styles of dance (six professions, two dances for each profession). For instance, the 

female Necromancer performed the dance from the video of the Michael Jackson song 

“Thriller”, and the male Ranger does some energetic break dancing. The command to 

make the character dance was to type “/dance” into any chat channel. It was also 

possible to take off all the armour of an avatar and have the avatar play the game 

wearing only their underwear. For instance, Figure 3 shows three female characters 



 

 79

in-game without their armour. A player was able to choose the armour, or outer 

clothing of their character, but was unable to choose the underwear, which was the 

same for each avatar in a profession. 

 

 
Figure 3 Ciara Fenrir, Devil In Green and Freya Draco without armour 

 

The Elementalist (Devil in Green) and the Mesmer (Freya Draco) are wearing 

feminine underwear consistent with the clothing that they wear throughout the game. 

It is noticeable that even Ciara’s underwear, although more utilitarian than that of the 

other two, is more feminine than could be expected under her armour. A female guild 

member said the following in-game upon seeing my Elementalist without armour: 

 
“Guild Wars! Where the men are men and the women are runaway supermodels!” (NB4-10) 

 

The appearance of players without armour and the different dances that the female 

characters were able to engage in combined to encourage some enterprising players to 

offer lap dances at a price of 1000 gold for a five minute dance in Lion’s Arch. 

Although offers such as these created some controversy, the players were able to 

attract at least a few customers. A group of over twenty players had gathered to watch 

the dancers and some of them were offering money. However, other members of the 

crowd were not impressed, either with the dancers or with the people who were 

paying them. One player indicated his disgust by saying: 
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“why don’t you just create your own character and watch her dance?” (NB1-10) 

 

Almost a year later, I observed a player offering 50 gold for a “naked dance” (GW23). 

The difference in price is marked, although the difference might have been because 

the offer was made in Ascalon City (a low level area), as opposed to Lion’s Arch (a 

mid level area) so the player might not have been aware of how much money a 

“naked dance” could bring in. 

 

The observations demonstrated that there was a broad range of trade activities that 

players engage in. There was a thriving player-driven economy of in-game goods, 

with shields, weapons and crafting materials being sold and bought at every location 

that was observed. Other services, such as runners, were less frequently observed, but 

were still quite common at higher levels in the game. More innovative uses of the 

game mechanics, such as lap dances were more rarely observed. 

 

4.3.4 Market-driven Prices 
 

Prices that players could sell items for changed depending on how popular they were 

and how many of them were available. Weapons that were acquired from looting 

monsters were a common item for sale. The quality of a weapon (i.e. how much 

damage it could do) was signalled by its colour. Poor quality, widely available 

weapons were white, medium quality were blue, good quality were purple, high 

quality were gold and superior quality (and rare) weapons were green. The following 

conversation was observed between four players in Augury Rock (GW17) about how 

much a player could expect to get for selling a green Monk staff, officially called 

“Kepkhet’s Refuge”, but known more colloquially as “the Refuge”. 

 
P1: HOW MUCH DOES THE REFUGE GO FOR NOW?? 

P2: 10k 

P2: 20k if ur lucky 

P1: kk ty 
P3: I can't even sell mine for 15 now 
P3: And I got ripped off, some bitch sold me it for 25k 
P4: is it that gold monk staff you guys talking about? 
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P3: it's green 

 

The conversation demonstrated that multiple players were aware of the price range in 

which “the Refuge” would sell. It appeared that a staff was sold for 25,000 gold 

pieces prior to this conversation, but on the date of this conversation was worth in the 

range of 10,000 to 15,000 gold. As the developers of Guild Wars updated the game to 

fix problems, certain items would become less popular, as they could no longer be 

used to take advantage of loopholes. 

 

Items that players advertised for sale included the “mini pets” that the developers of 

Guild Wars provide to every player with an active account on the anniversary of the 

game’s release. The mini pets are characters that follow the player around, but do not 

otherwise interact with the game and have no purpose other than amusement value or 

decoration. Mini pets are usually mini representations of opponents or characters from 

the game and have the same quality ranking as for weapons: white for frequently 

available mini pets through to green for high quality, rare pets. The pets provided no 

extra benefit to a player; a player’s ability to play the game was not affected by 

possessing a mini pet, or by possessing a higher quality pet. From a trade point of 

view, the mini pets gave the buyer no added bonus in terms of game play, so their 

worth lay only in the amusement value or interest that they generated in a player. 

 

A detailed “pricing guide” was provided in a post at the Guild Wars Guru Forum by 

kingkilium (kingkilium, 2006) which showed the range of prices that mini pets were 

being sold for as of June 25th, 2006. One of the prices identified by kingkilium was: 

 
“Mini Kuunavang dragons 145-185k (really hot, many people try to buy it for about 100k to 

resell it)” 

 

The comment was reinforced by a player who was observed attempting to purchase a 

Kuunavang dragon in the Temple of Ages around the same time (GW25): 

 
 “BUYING :: MINI PET... KUUNAVANG   PAYING 100K            PM ME IF U SELLING” 
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Many items within the game were bought and sold so frequently that prices fluctuated 

in relation to demand, availability and their popularity. Price guides provided players 

with a way to keep track of current trends. 

 

It was observed that other players in the social hub were able to influence both buyer 

and seller regarding prices for goods and services. For instance, one player advertised 

that he was providing a running service from Augury Rock to one of the nearby 

missions, called “Elona Reach”. The player advertised his price as 2000 gold. After a 

few minutes of the player advertising, another player commented that the price the 

first player was advertising was a rip-off and that no-one ought to pay more than 500 

gold for that service. He also remarked that people only charged 2000 gold if they 

were running “the whole desert” (the whole desert referred to the five major locations 

around Augury Rock, including Elona Reach). The runner did not respond 

immediately, but when he did, he responded angrily on the public channel as the three 

people who had joined his group and were about to pay for his services had left and 

presumably he would have to go to another district to find clients (GW17). 

 

These observations demonstrated that many players seemed to have an understanding 

of how much the in-game currency was worth, and the general worth of the goods and 

services that were offered for sale. 

 

4.4 Second Marketplace Activity: Guilds 
 

The second type of player interaction that was evident in the Guild Wars Marketplace 

was players advertising for new members, or looking to join a guild. Guilds in the 

game were analogous with professional guilds in the real world – they were a group of 

people with similar “professional” goals. In the space of Guild Wars, the 

“professional” goals often related to progressing through the game (see Chapter 5 for 

more on this topic). Players in a guild sometimes had a specific role, such as the guild 

leader and officers, who were the only guild members able to invite new members. 

The more serious the guild, the more carefully defined were the roles of players 

within the guild. Guild membership was the most formal, long term grouping 

arrangement that existed in the game and there was in-game content that was only 
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available to players in a guild. Guild advertisements for new players were frequently 

observed in every social hub in the game. Less frequently, players looking to join a 

guild were observed inquiring if any guilds were looking for new members. 

 

4.4.1 Guilds Advertising for Members 
 

A frequently observed form of interaction was players advertising their guild, looking 

to attract new members. The same type of information appeared in many of the guild 

advertisements that were observed: a player advertised that their guild had a “cool” 

cape and was in possession of a guild hall (e.g. GW2a). This information was 

proffered as the avatar of a player in a guild wore their guild cape everywhere, and the 

guild hall was a meeting place that was only accessible by members of that guild 

which also provided in-game benefits such as extra item storage. 

 

The guild advertisement often indicated how many people were in the guild and how 

willing they were to help new players with quests (e.g. GW1). In some cases, guilds 

would only accept players that had relatively high level characters already, which 

indicated that the guild wasn’t interested in helping lower level characters level up. 

Guild advertisements sometimes included the “home location” of the guild and other 

desirable attributes, such as team speak for use in guild vs guild battles, for example: 

 
“Danish guild with 73 members, guildhall, msgboard & teamspeak looking for new people” 

(GW1) 

 

The guild advertisements sometimes included information about the purpose of the 

guild. Some guilds were focused on helping other players and generally enjoying the 

game, as indicated in the following guild recruitment call: 

 
“{guild name removed} is now recruiting! Whisper me for a invite, were a guild made just to 

help out! Were 100% British” (GW2a) 

 

Guild advertisements sometimes indicated that the guild was focused on the PvP 

aspects of the game, and would expect new members to join in with these activities, 

such as in the following call for new members: 
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“[{guild name removed}] Accepting New Members || Guild Hall, GvG, Alliance, Battles, 

Cape and Friendly Members | Very Active” (GW24) 

 

The advertisement demonstrated that members of this guild engaged in the full range 

of PvP activities that were available in Guild Wars – guild versus guild (referred to as 

“GvG”), Alliance and Team PvP (indicated by “Battles”). The final comment that the 

guild was “very active” was an indication to new members that they were expected to 

be very active as well, which implied making a commitment to participate in guild 

activities. 

 

4.4.2 Players Advertising for Guilds 
 

As well as a player advertising that a guild was looking for new guild members, some 

players advertised that they were looking for a guild to join. Sometimes, players were 

not specific about what they were looking for in a guild, other than they would 

welcome new players, such as in the following request for a guild: 

 
“anyone got a good guild i can join?” (GW1) 

 

The player did not further explain what was meant by a “good guild”. On other 

occasions, players were more specific about what they were looking for from a guild. 

Some of the things that they were interested in resonated with the basic guild 

advertisement for new players, which was that the guild had a cool cape and was in 

possession of a guild hall. For example, one player stated in Ascalon City: 

 
“NEED GOOD GUILD WHITH COOL CAPE AND HALL” (GW1) 

 

Players were also interested in the real world location of other players in the guild. 

The real world location related to the time of day when guild members are generally 

available to play the game. For instance, the following player requests for guilds were 

observed in Lion’s Arch and Ascalon City, respectively: 

 
“aussie monk 15 looking for guild” (GW1) 
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“looking for a kiwi or ozzie guild” (GW2a) 

 

When the “aussie monk” was informed by another player who was advertising their 

guild that the guild was UK-based, the Monk thanked them and said that they would 

never be online at the same time and so would not join the guild. 

 

Finally, players advertising that they wished to join a guild sometimes treated the 

situation in a similar way to forming a group. The player would advertise the level 

and profession of their character, perhaps in the hope that a guild would be looking 

for someone who fit that description. For example, the following was observed in 

Ascalon City: 

 
“LVL 20 WMO looking for guild” (GW2a) 

 

The player has identified their avatar as being at level 20 with a primary profession of 

Warrior (signified by “W”) and a secondary profession of Monk (signified by “MO”). 

The player has not indicated what they were looking for in the guild, only the 

characteristics of their avatar that told any guild recruiters the most about their 

abilities. 

 

4.5 Third Marketplace Activity: Sharing Knowledge 
 

The final type of activity that was observed in the Guild Wars Marketplace was 

knowledge sharing practices between players. Knowledge was shared on a range of 

topics including the location of NPCs, how to complete quests, how to make the best 

use of specific game mechanics and different ways to play the different professions. It 

was observed that there seemed to be underlying rules governing the exchange of 

knowledge about game mechanics and locations, in that the player community was 

less likely to share knowledge about these issues at higher levels of the game 

(described in section 4.5.1). Conversely, player knowledge sharing practices relating 

to professions actually became more generous as the game progressed, and some 

players were observed engaging in detailed conversations about how best to approach 

different professions (described in section 4.5.2). 

 



 

 86

4.5.1 Knowledge Sharing Practices 
 

The interactions between players which were identified as knowledge sharing seemed 

to depend on the location in the game. At the beginning stages of the game, players 

were generally willing to answer “newbie” questions, but as the game progressed, 

questions that indicated that player did not know how to go about finding answers 

themselves were ridiculed. Players were expected to develop problem 

solving/exploring skills as well as levelling up their character. The change in attitude 

towards player requests for knowledge about the game would seem to indicate that the 

Marketplace was not always an open environment. For instance, at early points in the 

game, such as in Ascalon City, questions from players such as the following 

 
“hey can anyone tell me how to let go of my pet and get a new one?” (GW2b) 

“where do i stash items” (GW3) 

 

were quickly responded to by other players. The player asking where to stash items 

referred to an NPC that allowed a player to store items and money that they did not 

want to carry around with them. 

 

At later stages of the game, players appeared to be less willing to answer questions. 

The change in response was notable, in that the following exchange was recorded in 

Piken Square, the first social hub players reached after Ascalon City: 

 
“can someone tell me where to find little thom?” (GW1) 

“PS TOM IS IN OLD ASCALON SO GET OUT OF HERE WILL YA” (GW1) 
 

The response to the request for information was not overtly hostile, but it 

demonstrated that players were already expected to know how to find NPCs (such as 

Little Thom). Instances of player requests for information at later stages in the game 

were treated with much more distain. For example, there was an area in the game 

called Temple of Ages, which was generally only accessible by players who were 

level 18 or higher. The Temple of Ages was the starting point for two quests, and it 

was also the gateway to two very high level areas called The Underworld (UW) and 

Fissure of Woe (FoW). Access to these areas depended on which zone had the Favor 
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of the Gods (as described in chapter 3, the “Favor of the Gods” is acquired by a region 

when players from that region win five successive PvP battles in the Hall of Heroes, 

the high level PvP arena). Players had to wait until their zone had access and were 

then required to pay each time they wished to access either of these areas. Groups 

were formed in Temple of Ages, usually by players saying things like the following: 

 
“LFG for FOW” (GW25) 

 

which meant “Looking for Group for Fissure of Woe”. On one occasion, after a player 

indicated that they were looking for a group to enter the Fissure of Woe, another 

player asked the following question in the public channel: 

 
“WHATS FOW?” (GW25) 

 

The player received no response, so he asked again, twice. At that point, he received 

some responses, including: 

 
 “lol” 

 “ …” 

“fow stands for fuck off wimp”  

“A PLACE YOU CANT GO” (GW25) 

 

No one actually provided the answer to this player. The player then began to spam the 

public channel, repeatedly writing 

 
“WHAT DOES IT MEAN” (GW25) 

 

in the public channel. Finally, a player replied 

 
“fissure of woe. go away” (GW25) 

 

During a different observation in Temple of Ages, I observed a similar request for 

other players in the area to clarify what FoW stood for: 

 
 “CAN SOMEONE FUCKING TELL ME WHERE FOW IS GEEZ” (GW42) 
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The player did not receive any public response to his request for information, but they 

also did not inquire again, so it is possible that someone whispered the answer. The 

difference in response to player requests for information demonstrated the different 

attitude between low levels and high levels of the game. The request for information 

is fairly reasonable – it was not immediately clear from the environment of Temple of 

Ages what the acronym “FoW” would stand for. During the first few observations I 

undertook in Temple of Ages, I did not know what “FoW” was. This instance was one 

where I did not possess knowledge that was expected of a member of this community 

and it was clear to me that asking another player for the information would 

immediately “out” me as someone who wasn’t really part of the community.  

 

Another incident of players in the latter stages of the game not providing help to other 

players was observed in the Great Temple of Balthazar, when a player (identified here 

as Jason Storm) wanted to know what a good secondary class was for an Elementalist, 

other than Mesmer or Monk. Many websites that provide information on how to play 

Guild Wars (e.g. Guild Wiki and GameAmp) indicate that there are no good 

secondary classes for an Elementalist character other than Monk or Mesmer, an 

opinion that appeared to be supported by players in the game as the response this 

player received was:  

 
 “that's the dumbest question ever” 

“that’s like saying what's a really good way to kill someone, but I can't use a 

gun/knife/poison/rope” (GW34) 

 

Jason Storm kept spamming the question to the area and warned other players from 

asking questions, because “these people are stuck up and don’t help you”. The other 

players seemed to feel that Jason Storm’s question should not be asked in an area for 

high level characters, as the choice he was asking about would normally have been 

made many hours of game play earlier. At a later stage in the interaction, Jason Storm 

mentioned that he had only just started the game and had chosen to start with a PvP 

character, not realising that this choice meant he started at level 20, instead of the 

beginning of the game. However, by this time, his refusal to acknowledge that the 
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question he was asking was not appropriate for that part of the game had alienated 

many of the players in the area and no one provided an answer to his question. 

 

4.5.2 Discussing Professions 
 

The second type of knowledge sharing practice that was observed related to the player 

professions. Occasionally in the social hubs, groups of players would gather to talk 

about their experiences and opinions relating to their chosen profession. Two 

significant examples that demonstrate this style of interaction were between groups of 

Elementalists and Warriors.  

 

A group of four Elementalists (excluding me) stood in a circle in Piken Square 

discussing which of the Elementalist attributes they considered to be more powerful: 

fire, earth, water or air. The discussion included situations where they used the skills 

associated with different attributes and what they used each attribute for. For instance, 

some of the Elementalists believed that earth was the least powerful attribute, because 

it was primarily defensive. One Elementalist believed that the few offensive skills 

associated with earth magic more than made up for this lack, as the few that were 

available did so much damage that it wasn’t necessary to have more than a few 

offensive skills. They also discussed the areas of the game where they had found 

different attributes more effective than other areas. For instance, certain areas of the 

game contain a large number of opponents who use fire skills and are therefore not 

particularly vulnerable to an Elementalist that uses fire skills. The Elementalist is put 

in the position of having to choose a different skill set (GW7). On a later occasion 

(GW17), I observed some Elementalists discussing how to play as a fairly specific 

type of Elementalist, with the secondary profession of Warrior. 

 

A second example of profession-related discussions that I observed in Lion’s Arch 

involved a group of Warriors discussing which armour they believed to be better, and 

where they could acquire the different types of armour. There are two ways to acquire 

armour – either by having it crafted in one of the social hubs or looting it from an 

opponent. The general consensus among this group was that the best armour could 

only be gained from looting. As with the Elementalists in the previous example, the 
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Warriors also discussed which armour was better against different types of opponents. 

During the conversation it became clear that one of the Warriors did not know where 

to find one of the better types of armour. The group of Warriors immediately decided 

to form a group and go to that location (GW2a). 

 

The location of Augury Rock was also a site where a number of different profession-

related conversations were observed (e.g. Warrior, Monk, Mesmer, Elementalist), 

which may have been due to the nature of the mission – Ascension - which started 

from this location (GW17). Ascension required the player to defeat their 

“doppelganger”, an NPC who had the same abilities and skills as the player, only they 

were stronger. To give an idea of how difficult Ascension was, I will relate my 

experience getting my main character, Devil In Green, through the mission. It took 

five days between Christmas and New Year in 2005, in which I tried for two hours a 

day – 10 hours total – before I was able to successfully complete this mission. I read 

game FAQs and wikis; I asked my friends who played the game and other players in-

game for their advice and still had significant trouble beating my doppelganger. The 

conversations I observed in Augury Rock indicated that other players had similar 

experiences, and other members of my guild have indicated that it took them a 

comparatively long time to beat their doppelgangers. 

 

4.6 Discussion 
 

The first focus of the ethnographic study, as reported in this chapter, was to explore 

the social behaviour of players in the Marketplace of Guild Wars. Specifically, the 

research questions were: 

 

RQ1: What are the activities that players engage in to form a virtual Marketplace in 

Guild Wars? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does Guild Wars support the Marketplace activities of players? 

 

In response to RQ1, it was shown that players engage in three types of activities that 

constitute the virtual Marketplace in Guild Wars. The first type of activity involved 
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trading goods and services, which consisted of players buying or selling in-game 

items such as weapons and offering or consuming services such as running through 

difficult sections of the game. The second type of activity involved advertising guilds 

that were looking for new members, or players who were looking to join guilds. 

Finally, the virtual Marketplace in Guild Wars also included players sharing 

knowledge about the game mechanics and the options for playing as different 

professions. Player knowledge sharing activities changed during the course of the 

game; players became less likely to share knowledge about the game mechanics and 

more likely to share knowledge about the professions. These activities combined to 

form a picture of a Marketplace that reflects a real world market, which is the driver 

for many people’s livelihoods. In Guild Wars, the market is distributed across the 

entire game and the livelihood of the player relates to their ability to progress through 

the game and gather in-game currency. 

 

Based on the observations described in this chapter, the answer to RQ2 is that Guild 

Wars supports the Marketplace activities of players in six distinct ways. 

 

1. Separate Social Hubs Support Complex Marketplace Interactions 

The provision of social hubs as separate spaces within the game for player interactions 

that are independent of game play is the basis for the Marketplace activities. Players 

are able to engage other players in extended interactions relating to trading items, 

sharing knowledge or finding out information about guilds that they may consider 

joining. The separation from game play areas provides a safe environment for 

instrumental play which is different to the activities that players engage in to progress 

through the game. 

 

2. Provision of In-game Currency and Player Trade Mechanic 

Guild Wars supports a Marketplace by providing an in-game currency and game-

supported mechanisms for buying and selling items and services (such as the “Trade” 

button which allows players to view and then transfer money and items to other 

players). As mentioned previously, the in-game currency is convertible to real world 

hard currency. As of 24th July, 2007, 100k of Guild Wars gold was selling for 

AUD$10.69 on the Internet Game Exchange website. Players who provide running 

services can earn 100k of gold in a few hours or less. Note that Guild Wars has no 
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subscription fees, so players who sell gold are not incurring any costs other than their 

time. 

 

3. Liquidity provided by NPCs 

In any market, liquidity is essential for a stable minimum pricing of items. Guild Wars 

provides NPCs that buy most of the items that players discover in the game play areas 

and sell basic armour, weapons and crafting items. The wide pricing spread offered by 

NPCs effectively enabled player merchants to set up in opposition, and as observed, 

many players would trade with merchants in preference to NPCs. 

 

4. The trade channel provides a mechanic for separating general chat from trade 

Player interactions related to providing in-game goods and services are extensive and 

of great variety. The chat channel associated with trade provides a game mechanic for 

engaging in trade and was used extensively in all observed locations. Providing a 

trade channel encouraged the development of community expectations that all trade 

would take place in this channel, allowing other players to ignore trade if they did not 

wish to be involved. 

 

5. Guild recruitment of new members was a significant part of the Marketplace 

The frequency of players looking to recruit new guild members demonstrated the 

importance of guilds to players and more generally, the player community. Players 

used the general chat channel to advertise to other players that they were recruiting 

new members. There appeared to be standard information that players would provide 

in order to attract new members, such as the cape, number of members and possession 

of a guild hall, as well as the purpose of the guild, such as engaging in PvP or 

supporting each other through the PvE part of the game. 

 

6. Players were able to share expertise through the general chat channel 

A form of interaction that characterised the Guild Wars Marketplace - the different 

approaches to playing different professions - seemed to be appreciated by the players 

that were involved. Players were able to recognise other characters with the same 

profession as them through their armour and engage in discussions about best 

practice, including the best armour and the best skills to use. 
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4.6.1 Community Conventions Around the Marketplace 
 

One issue to note about the observations described above is the set of rules that 

governs most of the interactions in game. Even though these rules may be different to 

the social rules of the “real world” there are still very strict, although generally 

unspoken, rules. Players are encouraged by the quick and helpful responses they 

receive to ask questions in the early parts of the game. In the later parts of the game, 

players are actively ridiculed for asking questions about aspects of the game play. 

There seems to be an expectation that players learn problem solving skills, or enough 

about the game environment to figure things out for themselves. 

 

There appeared to be a changing sense of community, and what it takes to belong to 

that community of players. The sense of community at lower levels is one of 

openness, friendliness, with players appearing to being willing to help other players. 

The sense of community at higher levels is one of achievement, belonging to an elite 

group, being purposeful. Players that chose to play at lower levels of the game may 

prefer the supportive community over the more achievement oriented community. 

 

One of the effects of the changing community was the difference in players policing 

the community, in particular the use of the trade channel. At lower levels of the game, 

player policing was informative and helpful, warning players that they might annoy 

others. At higher levels of the game, policing of player activity was less tolerant, as 

players were expected to know and adhere to the unspoken rules of engaging in trade 

and more general communication. 

 

The observations described in this chapter have shown the Marketplace that has been 

developed by players of Guild Wars by utilising the game mechanics that are 

available to them. The activities of players in this Marketplace are diverse, and reflect 

the activities that take place in Marketplaces in the “real world”. The player activities 

that focus on making in-game money are further proof of the wide spread effect that 

game currencies and economies are having on real world economies (as illustrated in 

Castronova (2005) and Dibbell (2006)). 
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Finally, the range of purposeful or instrumental play that takes place in Guild Wars 

furthers our understanding of play as a cultural activity. The play activities that have 

been described in this chapter demonstrate that purposeful play exists in situations 

where few people outside the area of game studies were willing to consider that it 

exists, and indeed forms an important part of the dynamic and complex community of 

players. These results, therefore, have added to the understanding of the many ways 

that people can engage in purposeful play (or play as progress, as labelled by Sutton-

Smith (2001)). 
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Chapter 5 

 

Focus 2: Guild Wars as Team Work 
 

5.1 Chapter Overview 
 

Team Work comprises a large part of many players’ experiences in an MMORPG. 

Many aspects of game play involve groups of opponents that are too hard for a person 

to take on by themselves. Team Work involves the activities of players as they make 

progress through the game, by carrying out the “work” activities in an MMORPG. 

One of the aspects of Team Work that has received previous attention is the process 

by which players learn enough of the game to progress, through the informal 

mechanism of joining and then leaving teams (Galarneau, 2005). Jakobsson and 

Taylor (2003) demonstrated that aspects of player behaviour, such as reputation and 

trust were as carefully evaluated as a player’s skills when inviting them to join a team. 

Other than these studies, the rich dynamics of team play in an MMORPG such as role 

negotiation, leadership, conflict resolution and the development of a game specific 

language have not been described in detail.  

 

The interactions in this chapter illustrate the second focus of the ethnographic study of 

Guild Wars, which was that players engaged in Team Work in order to progress 

through the game, which was complex and involved many of the issues seen in teams 

in real world work situations. Two research questions motivated the selection of 

observations reported in this chapter: 

 

RQ1: What are the activities that players engage in when they are part of a team in 

Guild Wars? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does Guild Wars support Team Work? 

 

The observations described in this chapter generally took place in game play areas or 

were directly related to in-game achievements, as opposed to the previous chapter 
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which focused on the social areas of the game. These player interactions included the 

team preparation that took place in the social hubs as well as the team interactions in 

the game play areas. The interactions in the game play areas were of necessity shorter 

and more focused than those in the social hubs, as they take place in and around 

combat situations. 

 

It was observed that Team Work in an MMORPG, such as Guild Wars, involves a 

number of complex activities that mimic real world Team Work, in particular, virtual 

teams. There were two general areas of player behaviour in teams: language-related 

and role-related. First, players in Guild Wars have developed an in-game language 

that gradually became more specific and exclusive as the game progresses. Secondly, 

there were a number of game hot-keys that players made use of in order to quickly 

and easily convey information to their team members, which were part of the 

information sharing process of a functional team. One of the side effects of the 

complex language and the use of in-game hot-keys was the need for players to 

sometimes act as teachers to facilitate the learning of other players. 

 

In terms of player roles, it was observed that players were aware of the roles that they 

were expected to play by other team members and the community, more generally, 

especially when it came to team leadership. Players also engaged in negotiation with 

team members about their responsibilities and how they would carry them out. 

Finally, it was observed that there were some teams were in-game mechanics that 

teams sometimes used to resolve team conflicts. 

 

5.2 The Language of Teams 
 

As players progressed through Guild Wars, the language that they used to indicate 

they were interested in joining a team became more complex. There was a marked 

difference between the language of low level players and that of high level players. In 

particular, high level players used acronyms and jargon that required other players to 

have a high level of familiarity with the game environment, skills and expected 

playing styles in order to understand what was being said. This progression from low 

level to high level language is illustrated in this section by examining team formation. 
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First, low level team formation is described (section 5.2.1), followed by high level 

team formation (section 5.2.2), demonstrating the difference in jargon and game 

specific terms. 

 

5.2.1 Low Level Team Language 
 

The first team related language that was observed was low level players advertising 

that they were looking for other members to form a team. Players indicated they were 

looking for other players with similar goals, usually to complete a mission or quest. 

This type of request was observed in every location throughout Guild Wars. The 

request to form groups occurred frequently in certain areas of the game, such as Piken 

Square, where the interactions between players sometimes consisted of nothing else 

for minutes at a time. In other locations, such as Ascalon City and Lion’s Arch, the 

requests to form groups were less frequent and might only occur every few minutes. 

The difference appeared to depend on how many quests departed from that particular 

city – more quests implied more people looking for groups to undertake those quests. 

The frequency of requests for groups also depended on the time of day. The peak 

playing times appeared to be 6 to 10pm at night, so there would be many calls for 

groups when it was between those times in America (when on the American servers). 

Outside of those times, the calls for groups were less frequent and people seemed 

more likely to play for other, more social reasons. 

 

The abbreviations that were frequently used by players were: 

 
“LFG” 

“LFP” 
 

which mean “Looking for Group” and “Looking for Party” respectively. There 

appeared to be no difference in meaning, although LFG was used more frequently. 

The call for more members was followed by the name of the particular quest that the 

player wished to undertake, for instance: 

 
 “LFG althea’s ashes” (GW1) 
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The call for a group referred to the Althea’s Ashes quest that departed from Piken 

Square in the early part of the game. This quest was considered to be fairly difficult 

and was the first quest where people regularly started to look for other players to team 

up with due to the difficulty. Players who needed to complete that particular quest 

would respond to the request and be invited to join the group. The requests to form a 

group would then change to reflect the current team composition. Instead of LFG, the 

calls for a group would now read, for instance: 

 
“need 2 more for siege of piken square” (GW3) 

 

Siege of Piken Square was the name of one of the quests in the game, which also 

began at Piken Square. 

 

When calling for a team in the mission staging areas, a player usually only stated that 

they were looking for a group for the mission, such as the following statement: 

 
 “LFG for mission” (NB4-11) 

 

The first call for players interested in joining a quest was usually very general, only 

stating that the player was looking for interested players. Sometimes the call for other 

group members would indicate the profession of the player, for instance: 

 
 “war lfg for FOW” (GW25) 

“NUKER LFG FOR FOW OR UW FARMIN!! VERY EXPERIENCED!” (GW25) 
 

In these calls for groups, the word “war” was short hand for Warrior and “nuker” 

referred to a type of Elementalist. FoW was the acronym for a part of the game called 

The Fissure of Woe and UW was an acronym for the part of the game called The 

Underworld. Finally, farming (written here as “farmin”) occurs when players 

repeatedly play through part of the game in order to collect gold or high quality items 

that opponents drop when they are killed. 

 

Once a group of two or three players had formed, the requests for other group 

members started to specify the preferred professions of any remaining group 
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members. In particular, players started to demonstrate an awareness of team formation 

guidelines. They would specifically say that they required a Monk or a Warrior, 

unless they already had one of these professions in the group. For instance: 

 
 “NEED NECRO AND TANK” (GW25) 

 “forming FoW group need 2 monks” (NB4-8) 

 “FoW group needs healer” (NB4-8) 

 

Less frequently, the request for a group member would specify that they were looking 

for an Elementalist, which indicated that the group already had a Warrior and a Monk 

and required an Elementalist for the fire power. “Necro” is a shortened form of 

Necromancer and the word “tank” describes a Warrior style of play, where the focus 

of the Warrior is to attract and keep the attention of a group of opponents, so that the 

weaker spell casters are able to cause damage without being attacked themselves. 

 

5.2.2 High Level Team Language 
 

In high level areas of the game, such as FoW, UW and the Team PvP arenas, such as 

the Alliance Battleground, the players looking for groups would advertise their skills 

to other players in even more specific ways. The advertisements required 

understanding of game skills, preferred approaches to game play and popular in-game 

slang and contractions; otherwise they seemed like a random collection of words, 

letters and numbers. For instance, the following were some people looking for groups 

in the team formation areas outside the Alliance Battlegrounds: 

 
“FC air spiker lfg” (GW24) 

“FC Nuker LFG” (GW24) 

 

“FC” referred to the primary attribute of the Mesmer profession, Fast Casting. 

Websites such as the Guild Wars wiki (http://gw.gamewikis.org/wiki/Main_Page) and 

the Guild Wars Gamependium (http://gw.gamependium.com/), provide information 

about profession “builds”, that is the combination of skills that were most effective 

from different professions. Each player can have eight skills equipped a time, from a 

choice of hundreds, so the decision about which skills to equip could have significant 

http://gw.gamewikis.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://gw.gamependium.com/


 

 100

consequences. According to these sites, one of the best ways to play as an 

Elementalist is to have Mesmer as the primary profession and Elementalist as the 

secondary. This approach gave the player the advantage of having the Fast Casting 

attribute, which allows the player to cast spells more quickly, an attribute that is not 

available with Elementalist as the primary profession. Two different ways of playing 

Elementalist were to focus on air skills (i.e. “air spiker”) or to focus on fire skills (i.e. 

“nuker”), thus resulting in the specific builds of FC air spiker and FC nuker. 

 

In the Temple of Ages, people looking for other players to enter the high level areas 

FoW and UW provided even more complex statements. For example: 

 
“echo SS/sv/br lf exp 55 with spellbreaker for 50/50 UW” (GW25) 

 “SS/Echo/SV/Br/Suffering... LF 55 50/50 on ecto” (NB1-13) 

“55 SB monk LF SS/SV/RH/Br Nec for 50/50 UW” (NB4-2) 

 

One type of Monk build was called the “55 monk” or “Invincimonk” because it was 

very hard to kill the Monk that had this build (i.e. the Monk was invincible). The term 

“55” was derived from the fact that the Monk only had 55 health (instead of the usual 

health of 300 or more), but to make up for it, the Monk had a large amount of 

protection, both from armour and skills. This build also exploited a game mechanic, 

which was that players lost 10% of their health when they cast certain spells. When a 

Monk had a health of 55, they lost 5.5 health points when they cast these spells, and 

due to their armour and protection spells, the lowest their health could go was 0.5. 

Any half points of health were rounded up, ensuring that the Invincimonk always had 

at least one point of health. Spellbreaker (often shortened to SB) was another Monk 

skill that was useful in difficult areas of the game. This information explains the calls 

that were made for a “55 with spellbreaker” or “55 SB monk” (“exp” means 

experienced). 

 

The other parts of the statement described the skills of a Necromancer with Mesmer 

as the secondary profession (N/Me). Often called an “SS Necro” or “SS Nec” due to 

the reliance on the skill called Spiteful Spirit (SS), a player with this build would often 

pair only with the Invincimonk, creating a team with a total of two players, even in 

areas of the game that generally required eight players in a party. When working well 
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as a team, these two builds were able to keep each other healthy and cause enough 

damage to opponents that they did not require other players. The other letters 

provided by the player in the calls for 55 Monks described the other skills that the SS 

Necro has equipped. Suffering is the name of one skill, “BR” refers to a skill called 

Blood Ritual which provides a team member with energy3, “echo” refers to a Mesmer 

skill called Arcane Echo that allows another skill to be repeated and “RH” refers to a 

skill called Reckless Haste. 

 

Finally, the call for party members indicated that the player wished only to find one 

more player and split the “loot” from the mission 50/50. The player either wished to 

progress through the Underworld (UW) or to go farming for an item called ectoplasm 

or “ecto”. Ecto were very rare and could be sold to material traders for approximately 

5000 pieces of in-game gold, but they were more frequently used to create high level, 

expensive armour. Ecto farming was generally undertaken in UW, and was only done 

by experienced players who were confident of their ability to play well. 

 

The shorthand in which experienced players were able to express complex 

information implied a separate elite community within the game, which required 

significant experience and knowledge both about the game mechanics and the player’s 

ability to function within the difficult areas of the game. Some of the ways that 

players learn this language are described in section 5.4. 

 

5.3 Communicating Information to Team Members 
 

As with real world teams, players kept their team mates informed of their status and 

the actions that they were taking. Some of the information could be easily provided by 

using hot-keys that were available in-game. One sign of a well-formed team was that 

when a fight began, one player (usually a Warrior or the team leader) indicated to 

their team mates which opponent they were attacking. Although it wasn’t used in 

every combat situation that was observed, every team that successfully completed a 

mission that I was involved in had a team member who consistently called targets. 

Guild Wars has a number of hot-keys that allows players to easily indicate which 
                                                 
3 Energy is used to cast spells, so a skill that allows for quicker energy replenishment, such as Blood Ritual, is 

useful to spell casters such as Monks and Elementalists. 
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opponent a player was attacking, without requiring the player to type that information 

each time. The information appeared in the chat window, such as the following 

information taken from a combat log in GW25: 

 
 “I'm attacking Shadow Beast!” 

 “I'm using Precision Shot on Sky Quickfeather” 

 “I'm using Life Bond on Bree Stormwater!” 

 “I have Empathy on me!” 

 

The first comment indicated which opponent the player was attacking, which was 

known as “calling a target”. There were hot-keys that also allowed a player to indicate 

what skill they were using on an opponent or an ally, if any. This information was 

also useful to other party members, as it allowed them to ignore an opponent or alter 

their approach to the game to respond to an ally’s situation. The skill called Precision 

Shot was an attack that rangers can use on opponents, and Life Bond was a healing 

skill that Monks used on allies. Finally, players were able to show any conditions that 

opponents had cast on them, which may lessen their effectiveness. Empathy, for 

instance, caused the player damage any time they attacked an opponent. 

 

Information that could be provided to team mates included the player’s health and 

energy status. If a player had low health or needed to wait to allow their energy to 

recharge, it was common for the player to ask for a brief pause before continuing 

through the mission or quest. Generally, the characters that would ask for a pause 

between fights (i.e. out of “aggro” or aggravation range of the next group of 

opponents) were Monks or Elementalists, the two heaviest users of energy. When a 

player wished to inform team mates of their health or energy status, they used a hot-

key to make the following information appear in the chat window: 

 
 “My Energy is 3 of 47” (GW24) 

 “My Health is 571 of 571” (GW24) 

 

In some cases, Warriors would start a mission or quest by indicating how much health 

they had, so the Monks would know how much healing they would require. In every 

successful team that I observed, players would always acknowledge a Monk or 

Elementalist request to wait, sometimes with the following comments: 
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 “wait for regen” (NB1-13) 

 “say when rdy” (NB4-8) 

 

The first comment told the team that they were waiting for a player’s to energy to 

regenerate (“regen”). The second comment indicated that the team would wait for the 

Monk or Elementalist to indicate when they were ready (“rdy”) to continue.  Players 

that ignored requests to wait and charged ahead regardless were usually regarded as 

impolite or poor players by other team members. Comments that indicated this 

opinion included: 

 
 “can’t heal you with no energy” (NB2-9) 

 

The comment indicated that the player could rush ahead if they want, but that the 

Monk would be unable to assist them if they got into trouble. 

 

Players could also keep team mates informed of their status and other events in the 

game by using the mini map. The mini map was located in the top right hand corner 

of the screen and was used for many purposes, including: to locate opponents in the 

area, to plan a route through the area that avoids certain groups of opponents and to 

indicate which opponent to attack next. Opponents were shown in the map as red dots. 

Left-clicking on the dot caused an audible ping to sound, and a red circle to ripple out 

from the dot. This action, called “pinging” was a common signal that was used to 

indicate which group of opponents the team was to attack next, a decision that was 

usually made by the leader of the group (leadership is discussed in more detail in 

section 5.5). It was also possible to use the mouse to draw lines and arrows on the 

mini-map, which was the easiest way to indicate the immediate route a team was to 

follow. 

 

5.4 Teaching Inexperienced Players 
 

In team work situations, experienced members will sometimes teach new members, or 

direct them towards resources where they can learn information that they need to 

know in order to function in the team environment. Guild Wars was no different. 
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Experienced players would provide help to new players in a number of ways, most 

particularly leading them through difficult sections of the game (see section 5.4.1) or 

by teaching them about some of the in-game mechanics (see section 5.4.2). It was 

notable that all of this help occurred at low level areas of the game, further supporting 

the community information sharing practices previously identified (in section 4.4.1). 

 

5.4.1 Experienced Players Helped Newer Players 
 

On more than one occasion, relatively high level players were observed in areas such 

as Ascalon City and Piken Square, offering to help other players out with quests and 

missions. Some of the offers to help lower level players with quests and missions 

were as follows: 

 
“20 nec mm bored so im doing all the missions and bonus ... lfg” (GW25) 

“any new people to guildwars need help with a mission?” (GW3) 

“Level 18 warrior monk, willing to help quests for free” (GW3) 
 

The first comment was from a level 20 Necromancer, who identified herself as a 

Minion Master (or “MM”. For more information on Minion Masters, refer to section 

5.5.2). She (the gender of her character) indicated that she was bored and working her 

way through the missions and bonuses, in particular the ones she had missed. This 

comment was recorded in a mission starting area called the “Gates of Kryta” where 

most players were between level 10 and 12, so having a level 20 player in the team 

would have been very helpful. The second comment was recorded in Ascalon City, 

where there were many new players and players were generally between level five 

and seven. The offer of help from this player was gratefully received. The final 

comment was also observed in Ascalon City and was particularly helpful to those who 

responded, as the player indicated that he was very high level for that area (i.e. level 

18), and would make progress much easier for any player who was in his party. 

 

As seen in the guild recruitment statements (in section 4.4.1), where a guild 

recruitment call stated that the guild was designed to “help out”, some guilds focus on 

helping their members to level up or progress through quests. Although my guild is 

not solely focused on “helping out”, many players offer to help new players through 
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quests. I have both received and offered help. On one occasion, I helped a guild 

member undertake some quests from Ascalon City when her character was level 

seven and mine (the Elementalist, Devil In Green) was level 18. Normally, players 

were in parties of four at this stage of the game, however, we took no other players or 

NPCs with us into the game play areas. Neither of us was a Monk or had any healing 

skills, however, neither of our characters was significantly harmed in an area of the 

game that can be very challenging for relatively new players. Some of the skills I had 

did enough damage to the opponents that my guild member did not have to attack 

them at all. Instead, she waited for me to attack creatures that were level eight or nine 

(i.e., at a higher level than she was). I was generally able to kill them with one spell, 

ensuring that our progress towards her objective was very efficient. After we had been 

playing for half an hour, my new guild member commented to me that she wished that 

I would always accompany her, because it was so much easier. After approximately 

two hours of completing quests, she had to leave. She thanked me profusely for my 

help, saying that she knew it must have been boring for me to play when I wasn’t 

gaining any experience points of facing any challenging opponents (NB2-4). 

 

5.4.2 Learning Game Mechanics 
 

Some of the in-game mechanics, such as the hot-keys that were used to illustrate 

information sharing practices between team members (in section 5.3), were not 

always immediately apparent to new players. Part of the game manual included a brief 

run down of some of the hot-keys that a player could use, such as pressing “c” to 

select the next target and <space> to attack. However, some of the more advanced 

hot-keys were not included in the game manual and players had to discover how to 

use these hot-keys themselves, or through contact with other players. For instance, in 

order to convey information such as who to attack to the rest of the team, a player 

needed press the “control” and “t” keys at the same time. The control key was 

essentially an announce key, in that it announced what the next key stroke was to 

team mates. As well as learning how to use announce, players needed to learn when to 

announce and what information the team expected them to announce. To provide 

some context to this problem, I learned how to use these hot-keys by asking my guild 
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to explain after I had been playing for a few months and had not worked out how to 

do so myself. 

 

On one occasion (NB2-5), I participated in a team that was having trouble making 

progress through a quest. Although all the fights were being won, it felt like the group 

of six players were having to work much harder than was normal in this area. At first 

it was unclear to me why the team was having trouble. The team was balanced - 

consisting of one Monk, two Warriors (one was me, playing as Ciara Fenrir), one 

Elementalist, one Necromancer and one Ranger – and were all level 12 or 13, which 

was the same as the opponents in the area. One of the Warriors was consistently 

calling targets (i.e. by pressing control and t) for the group to attack and all players 

appeared to be participating. Part way through the quest, the team’s other Warrior, 

called Iyema Charr (IC), who was calling targets noticed that the Necromancer, called 

Talon Masen (TM), was not attacking the target that he was indicating needed to be 

attacked first. Iyema Charr asked for clarification by saying: 

 
 IC: [Talon Masen], what’s going on? why are u ignoring targets? 

 IC: we need to attack the same one 

 

The assumption that was apparently made by Iyema Charr was that Talon Masen was 

ignoring targets and further indicated that the group needed to attack the same 

opponent to be the most effective. Talon Masen responded to these statements by 

saying: 

 
 TM: I’m not ignoring them, I’m attacking when you are 

 

Talon Masen apparently interpreted the comments by Iyema Charr as indicating that 

he was not participating in the fights at all. Iyema Charr clarified his position by 

stating: 

 
 IC: why aren’t u attacking the ones i call out? 

 

Talon Masen responded by stating that he did not know how to attack the targets that 

Iyema Charr specified: 
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 TM: How do I do that? 

 

Once this player’s unfamiliarity with this game mechanic was made clear, Iyema 

Charr was more understanding of the situation and told Talon Masen how to select the 

target shown (by pressing the “t” key after Iyema Charr had called a target). 

 

5.5 Player Roles and Team Leadership 
 

As with Team Work situations in the real world, players in a team had specific roles 

and there was usually one person who was designated (by themselves or the rest of the 

team) as the team leader. Generally, the role that a player had was specified by their 

character profession. The team leader was often also decided on based on character 

profession. The roles and leadership issue were defined in team preparation that took 

place in the social hubs or mission staging area before the team went into the game 

play area (section 5.5.1). It was observed that players who understood what the other 

professions were and were not capable of, were more likely to contribute to teams that 

were successful (section 5.5.2). Some of the problems with teams occurred when 

players appeared not to understand their role in the team and the rest of the team were 

unable to recover (section 5.5.3). 

 

5.5.1 Team Preparation and Leadership 
 

Most teams engaged in a brief discussion that prepared the team to work with each 

other in the game play area that they were about to enter. Team preparation 

discussions included topics such as which skills were the best ones to have equipped 

before going into the game play area, who was to lead the group and how the group 

would approach the mission or quest. In terms of skill discussions, players would 

sometimes list the eight skills they had equipped or would explain their general 

approach (e.g. “nuker”, “minion master” etc). The group usually tried to ensure that 

more than one person had the capability to resurrect anyone that died, even though 

one character, usually the Monk, generally was responsible for resurrecting a player. 

Players in these groups liked to have a backup plan and tried to ensure that one other 
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person had the ability to resurrect. Other skill discussions centred on “area-of-effect” 

skills. Teams generally expected their spell-casters, such as Elementalists or 

Necromancers to have skills that could cause damage to everyone within a certain 

area. 

 

The question of who would lead a team through the game play area was an issue that 

many teams discussed. The leader had to have path finding abilities, or be familiar 

enough with the game that they knew the preferred route in advance. Other issues, 

such as the ability to deflect damage until the rest of the team arrived, were also 

instrumental in deciding who was the team leader. Based on the strengths and 

weaknesses of each profession (as outlined in chapter 3), the team leader was usually 

a Warrior or Ranger. Player awareness of team leader traditions can be seen in the 

following exchange in a group of four players: myself, playing as Devil In Green 

(DIG), Mila Saberus (MS), Maren Carn (MC) and Derick Thor (DT). 

 
 MS: who wants to be leader? 

MC: i m a monk cant i must walk on 3rd line 

MS: i monk too  

DIG: i don’t know where to go, sorry 

DT: i can lead (GW2b) 
 

Maren Carn and Mila Saberus were both Monks and indicated that they could not be 

the player who led the team. Maren furthered this idea by indicating that he would 

need to be in the “third line” of the party, behind other damage dealers, such as the 

Elementalist (me). My character was much higher level than those of the other players 

who I was helping out as part of the study and so did not have access to the quest that 

the other players had. I could not lead the team as I had none of the markers that 

indicated which way to go to reach the quest objective. Finally, Derick Thor, the 

Ranger in the team, offered to act as team leader. 

 

Teams that worked well together would discuss their strategy before entering the 

game play areas, in particular before entering the missions. One of the more difficult 

missions in the game was a mission called Thunderhead Keep (THK). THK was 

considered a difficult mission because it was one of the few areas of the game where 
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players were required to have a defensive strategy planned beforehand (as opposed to 

most of the other missions, which were offensive). On one occasion (GW21), I 

participated in a team of eight players who were successful in progressing through the 

mission. Part of the success could be credited to the strategy discussion which took 

place before the mission began. The discussion involved five of the team members – 

Devil In Green (DIG, me), Token Pie (TP, a Warrior who was effectively the team 

leader), Ms Buttercup (MB, the second Elementalist in the team), Arwyn Oranen 

(AO, the team’s Necromancer) and Brin Far (BF, the team’s Ranger) – and progressed 

as follows: 
 

 MB: what's the plan for actually finishing this? 

 TP: plan is clear fort, light beacons, kill boss, start final assault 

 BF: righto 

 TP: final assault; STAY with KING on diem 

 MB: kk - sounds good :) It's nice to be with a group that has an idea of what to do 

 TP: be certain that 4 players hit catapults; who will arm cats? 

 DIG: i will 

 TP: you will see … clear fort is pretty straight forward 

BF: i arm the gun powder flinger 

MB: i'm not really concerned until the end …. that's where the teams always die … lol 

TP: once we kill boss inside fort, final assault is trigger, so we do bonus before that 

AO: my balista timing is lousy 

TP: just clicke it, and don't worry, hehe 

TP: we can do it without cats, but they speed up the fight if they hit 

 

From this conversation, it can be seen that Token Pie was the team leader as he 

provided a clear plan of how to go about the mission and indicated the order in which 

actions needed to be taken. He asked for volunteers to undertake certain parts of the 

mission, in particular who would arm the catapults (frequently shortened to “cats” and 

sometimes called “balistas” by players) in the fort that needed to be defended at the 

end of the mission. The bonus for this mission involved lighting some beacons, which 

was very difficult to do after a certain point (i.e. when the “boss” had been killed and 

the “final assault” had begun). Token Pie further defined the behaviour that he wanted 

from the team during the final assault – they were to protect an NPC who was 

identified as the king (why Token Pie used the term diem is unclear. I assumed he 

meant dais, and did not ask for any further clarification). 



 

 110

 

The rest of the team members willingly participated in this discussion, allocating 

themselves to roles and Ms Buttercup further indicated her appreciation of the 

strategy session, by stating that it was nice to be with a team that knew what they 

were doing. Having worked these details out in advance ensured that there was no 

confusion among team members and the team was able to complete the mission (and 

bonus, something that is considered very hard to do at the same time) successfully. 

 

5.5.2 Understanding the Abilities of a Profession 
 

One characteristic of teams that worked well was that they understood the abilities – 

the skills – of other professions, and so understood what a competent player was able 

to bring to a team. Understanding the abilities of another player was particularly 

relevant in the case of the team Monk, who was responsible for healing, protecting 

and resurrecting players, if necessary. The understanding players had of the Monk 

capabilities was demonstrated in a team experience which occurred in the Elona 

Reach mission (NB4-13). I arrived with a guild member, Furious Crak, and applied to 

join a group of four players. Two of the group members responded to our request to 

join by commenting that they were pretty lucky to get a Monk and Necromancer 

advertising together, as it was a very rare occurrence. Furious Crak was asked what 

type of Necromancer he played as, specifically if he was an “MM”. MM, or Minion 

Master, was a type of Necromancer who resurrected the bodies of dead opponents as 

minions who carry out damage for him. A good MM was able to keep a small army of 

minions alive, doing damage to the enemy without risking themselves or other team 

mates. Therefore, a Necromancer who played as an MM is generally welcome in most 

groups. 

 

Further into the discussion, the team leader warned me that I better be a good Monk, 

because the mission was hard. My response was: 

 
 “uh, I don’t think I suck, but I’m not a pro or anything” 

 

which was the most succinct way I could describe my skill level. Comments from the 

rest of the group indicated that they appreciated the honesty of my answer, and my 
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guild member (Furious Crak), whispered that he approved of my answer. My 

comment started a discussion of how hard it is to play as a Monk, as it requires so 

much concentration. I indicated that my favourite character was my Elementalist and 

that I found that profession much easier to play. 

 

The first attempt at the mission failed, about three quarters of the way through. When 

a mission failed, the group was returned to the mission staging area. At this stage, one 

team member indicated that he had to leave, so another person was recruited to the 

group. During this period, one of the team members indicated that he did not feel that 

the failure of the team was the Monk’s fault, by saying: 

 
 “good heals, monk” 

 

The comment “good heals, monk” was a shorthand way of indicating that the Monk 

character (who is very rarely called by their character name) had done a good job of 

healing the other characters. During this pause, I had a discussion with other 

characters about the effect of some of the long running healing skills I had been 

running, which prompted the following comment from the group’s Elementalist: 

 
“you can always tell a crap monk – they just spam orison n breeze then bitch when they run 

out of energy” 

 

The Elementalist referred to two Monk healing spells (“orison” refers to the skill 

called Orison of Healing and “breeze” refers to the skill called Healing Breeze). 

These two skills were easy to use and repeated use of them (i.e. spamming them) 

indicated to other players that the Monk was not particularly experienced or had not 

experimented with more powerful skills that take understanding of the game 

mechanics to manage. 

 

The second attempt at the mission was successful and the group moved on to the next 

area of the game. Generally, a completely successful mission is one in which none of 

the characters die. However, in this mission a couple of characters had died but the 

deaths had never been catastrophic. The Monk was considered to be responsible for 

resurrecting dead characters, and I had been able to keep the group healthy enough at 
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the same time as I was resurrecting the deceased players, which was necessary in 

order to recover from in-game deaths. At the end of the mission, the group 

congratulated each other, with comments of “gj”, which stands for “good job”. In 

addition, the Monk was singled out for some specific praise: 

 
 “done good, monk” 

 “ya, good work” 

 

As a final comment to this incident, the member of my guild that played the mission 

with me informed me that he would never play as a Monk. He indicated that playing 

as a Monk, especially at the high levels of the game required a level of concentration 

that he would not be able to sustain, and more importantly to him, that he would not 

want to sustain. He indicated that he “switched off” occasionally throughout the 

game, but that as a Necromancer it did not really matter. If the Monk switched off, 

then the mission “would go pear shaped”. These comments were his way of indicating 

that he felt I had done a good job in ensuring that the mission went as well as it had. 

 

5.5.3 Players not Following Their Role 
 

One way in which player expectations of the roles within a team became clear was 

when someone started playing in a way that was different to their expected role. I 

participated in a team of eight players who attempted to progress through the Fissure 

of Woe (FoW), a high level area that was accessible through the Temple of Ages 

(GW25). Access to FoW and the other high level area, the Underworld (UW), was 

only available when the server that a player was using had “Favor of the Gods” 

(described in chapter 3). Players who were interested in exploring FoW and UW 

watched the progress of the guild battles, which was made publicly available to all 

players. When it looked like “Favor” was about to change hands, players would make 

their way to the Temple of Ages to wait for the switch or quickly try to enter 

FoW/UW before their region lost “Favor”. 

 

The team had trouble gathering a team together, due to the shortage of Monks in the 

area. After changing districts a couple of times, looking for other players, they were 

finally able to gather enough players to enter. Almost immediately, things started to 
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go wrong. The player who was ostensibly leading the team (i.e. the Warrior who had 

made all the calls for more group members and was therefore the de facto team 

leader) did not know the preferred route through the area. By tradition, players would 

take a certain route through FoW so as not to aggravate too many opponents at once. 

The other members of the group responded to the incorrect path finding with the 

following comments: 

 
P1: what are u on 

P2: wth 

P3: do we gonna play this well or is a joke? 

P2: yeah im hoping we could finish the forgemaster.. 

P1: i was hoping for a good run 

P1: but… (GW25) 
 

The comment “wth” was shorthand for “what the hell” and “forgemaster” was the 

name of an NPC who started a quest part way through the mission. The player who 

commented that they would like to “finish the forgemaster” indicated that he had 

hoped to progress at least half way through the difficult section of the game. Often, 

progressing even half way through this area was considered a significant achievement, 

as players needed to work extremely well together in order to make it that far. 

 

A different player then took over the role of leading the team through the area; the 

player was a Necromancer who had Warrior as his secondary profession, called 

Arcane Pill. Even though Arcane Pill was not strong enough to act as a leading 

character in this area, he still went first into a number of confrontations, leading to this 

exchange: 

 
P2: u all on pot? 

P1: stop tanking [Arcane] (GW25) 
 

Arcane Pill was acting as a Warrior, by “tanking” even though his character was a 

Necromancer and did not have enough strength or armour to absorb the amount of 

damage that enemies were doing to him (and therefore causing the team’s Monk to 

have to work hard to keep him alive). Shortly after this exchange, all the players in the 

team were killed and returned to the start of the mission in the Temple of Ages. 
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Almost immediately, most of the group departed, without a word to the two members 

of the team who had been regarded as playing poorly. Shortly after, two of the 

members who had left advertised that they were looking for another group. 

 

5.6 Experimentation and Negotiation 
 

As with teams in the real world, teams in Guild Wars included players who tried to 

suit their styles of play to the situation and to other members in the team. Players also 

tried new ways of doing things, constantly trying out skills that they had acquired, 

seeing what skills worked well together. Team Work therefore included players 

negotiating their roles and responsibilities with other players (described in section 

5.6.1). Players also experimented with the skills that they had available, in order to 

find the best way to play the game or to participate in a team (described in section 

5.6.2). 

 

5.6.1 Teams Negotiated Player Responsibilities 
 

On some occasions, teams had more than one member who had similar skills or the 

team had players who were skilled in a number of ways and so could negotiate who 

undertook certain roles. These situations tended to occur later in the game when the 

maximum team size was eight players, so there was a strong likelihood that there 

would be two players from the same profession. Players who were able to approach 

the game using different skill sets advertised this fact to their team at the beginning of 

a mission or quest, such as the following conversation that was observed between an 

Elementalist (called Fallon Star or FS) and a Warrior in the same team (called Mister 

Flar or MF) in the mission staging area for the Ring of Fire mission (GW24): 

 
 FS: how do you want me built? fire? water? air? healing? 

 MF: air 

 FS: k … 1 sec 

 

From this conversation, it can be seen that Fallon Star had Elementalist as his primary 

profession (as he had the option to approach the mission using three of the 

Elementalist skill sets) and Monk as his secondary profession (he was also able to 
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play as a healer, if necessary). The team’s Warrior asked Fallon Star to equip himself 

as an “air” Elementalist, which probably indicated that the team already had a fire 

Elementalist (or “nuker”). Fallon Star was therefore able to fit into a number of teams 

in one of many roles. 

 

Teams that had more than one player with the same profession sometimes pressed 

different play styles on team members in order to prevent conflict over who had 

access to resources in the game play area or to ensure that the team consisted of 

players whose skill sets met the grouping guidelines (outlined in chapter 3). Two 

incidents of negotiating player roles were observed during the ethnographic study. 

The first involved two Monks negotiating their responsibilities and the second 

involved two Necromancers negotiating over resources based on the skills that they 

had available. 

 

As mentioned previously, the most common approach to playing as a Monk was 

healing, which was generally the one required by the player base in general. However, 

at higher levels in the game (when teams had a maximum size of eight players), it was 

considered necessary to have two Monks in a team, one of whom would be 

responsible for healing the team and the other Monk was responsible for protecting 

the team, which corresponded to two of the Monk styles of play. Once, I was part of a 

team that was attempting the Abaddon’s Mouth mission (NB3-13). The team took 

over half an hour to form, as there were not many Monks in the area. A second Monk 

joined the team and was asked by the team leader what their play style was: 

 
 “monk, you heals or prot?” 

 

The question asked the Monk to indicate whether she played as a healer (“heals”) or 

as a protector (“prot”). The Monk responded that she was a healing Monk, but could 

play as a Protector if needed. The two Monks in the team then discussed which skills 

they had available, and the decision about who would play as a healer appeared to rest 

on the fact that the first Monk to join the team had an elite healing skill called Aura of 

Faith, which the second Monk did not have. Aura of Faith was a healing skill which 

greatly increased the effectiveness of other healing skills. After this negotiation, the 

team proceeded to undertake the mission successfully. 
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The second incident of role negotiation that I observed took place between two 

Necromancers. There are two common ways to play as a Necromancer, the first of 

which was called “Minion Master” (or MM) and the second of which was called a 

“battery”. As mentioned previously, the MM approach to game play involved 

resurrecting dead opponents and creating an army of minions who would attack 

opponents and prevent the Necromancer from taking damage. The battery approach to 

game play involved the Necromancer acting as a de facto healer, who was able to 

provide health to his team mates but was also able to provide them with the energy 

they needed to keep casting spells. The ability to provide energy to other players was 

presumably the reason for using the term “battery” to describe this style of play. 

 

Teams that had two Necromancers would not be able to support two MMs, as they 

would compete for the bodies of dead opponents (i.e. the resources that the MM 

needed in order to be an effective team member). Therefore, the Necromancers would 

need to determine who would act as an MM and who would use one of the other 

approaches to being a Necromancer, such as battery. The role negotiation I observed 

took place at the start of the Thunderhead Keep mission (NB3-16). Both players had 

similar skills in relation to creating and maintaining the army of minions. The 

difference between the two players lay in the skills that they had available which 

would allow either one to play as a battery. One player had an elite skill called Blood 

is Power which allowed the player to give a team member five energy per second for 

ten seconds (for a total of 50 energy, which is more energy than most Monks have and 

approximately two thirds of the total energy of an Elementalist, making this skill a 

very useful one to have). The Necromancer who had Blood is Power offered to play 

as a battery once this difference in skill sets was made clear. As the team already had 

two Monks, the battery could focus on providing energy to other team members and 

not worry about healing. Once this negotiation had taken place, the team progressed 

through the mission successfully. 

 

From these incidents it can be seen that within the standard approaches to playing 

Guild Wars, players engaged in negotiation within teams in order to decide who 

would undertake which roles when there were players who had similar skills or 

abilities. 
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5.6.2 Understanding Skill-Related Experimentation 
 

One way in which teams negotiated member responsibilities was supporting and 

allowing for players who were experimenting with new builds. As mentioned 

previously (in section 5.2.2), a player could only have eight skills equipped and 

changing any of these often meant a significant difference in how the player was able 

to attack enemies or support their team mates. Therefore, the process of adapting to a 

new build often required support and the willingness to negotiate about 

responsibilities by team mates. I observed a team that demonstrated willingness to 

support experimentation with a group attempting the “Thirsty River” mission (NB4-

10). I played as Isis Morgan, my Monk character, with the previously mentioned 

player from my guild, whose Necromancer was called Furious Crak. We began at the 

Thirsty River mission staging area, where upon reaching the mission staging area, we 

realised that we would not be able to complete the mission with just the two of us. I 

advertised to join a group with the following call: 

 
 “monk and necro LF more for mission” 

 

Within a short period of time, we had attracted four more players, and were able to 

begin the mission. In general, the group went fairly well although there were some 

occasions when players were dying, which generally meant that the Monk (i.e. me) 

was not doing a very good job. After awhile, I apologised for not playing as well as I 

would like by saying: 

  
 “I’m sorry, I’m trying out a new build and it’s not going so well atm” 

 

My comment was intended to indicate to the team that I had equipped a new set of 

skills (a new “build”) which I was still adjusting to (i.e. “it wasn’t going so well”. The 

acronym “atm” stands for “at the moment”). All team members were quick to reassure 

me, saying that it wasn’t a problem and two other players indicated that they were 

also trying out new builds, so they understood. My response was to indicate that I 

appreciated their comments, but I knew people got upset when Monks weren’t 

keeping the team alive as much as needed, so I wanted to explain. The group 
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progressed satisfactorily through the mission and congratulated each other on a good 

job (“gj”) at the end before disbanding. 

 

Players would sometimes make their team mates aware that they were experimenting 

with build before a mission started, so that their team had the option of choosing 

someone else if they wanted to. On one occasion (GW2-11), I was part of a team that 

was getting ready to participate in one of the PvP arenas. I was playing as Freya 

Draco, the Mesmer character, and was the third player to join the team, which needed 

to have four players. The fourth was an Elementalist, called Torana Nare (TN),  who 

after joining the team indicated that she wanted to try using earth skills instead of fire: 

 
 TN: is it ok if I use earth skills instead of nuking 

 

The term “nuking” describes the standard approach of Elementalists, which is to 

“nuke” all opponents. Earth skills are generally more defensive than fire skills, as the 

focus on preventing the opponents from causing damage to team mates and therefore 

constitute a very different approach to team play by the Elementalist and her team 

mates. The original two team members, called Asora Tai (AT) and Kaelen Koren 

(KK), both indicated that this approach was fine with them, but Torana Nare 

continued to explain: 

 
TN: i'm just trying out a new build, so i can understand if you want someone with more 

experience 

 

Asora Tai and Kaelen Koren both provided further reassurance to Torana Nare: 

 
 AT: anything that will get them killed :) 

 AT: and combined, we will kill them dead 

 KK: we want someone willing to get experience :) 

 

The team was successful in the PvP arena and continued to play together in a number 

of battles with some success. 
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5.7 Conflict Resolution 
 

Not all teams worked well together or engaged in the team formation activities 

described in previous sections, such as role negotiation or ensuring effective 

leadership. In some cases, teams were unsuccessful at missions because players did 

not work well together (as seen in section 5.5.3) or were not skilled enough to 

progress. Sometimes, teams were unsuccessful because of conflict between team 

members, which was to be expected given that the teams were often formed of 

strangers who happened to be in the same place at the same time, but had no prior 

experience of working together. 

 

However, some teams were able to recover from conflict or dysfunction, either by 

removing a non-performing team member or through other players working well 

together to overcome the problem. I observed a team of six players recovering from a 

non-functional team member (NB1-13). The observation did not take place during a 

mission or quest, but when a team was attempting to work their way to the next 

mission, through a difficult part of the game. The team had a member who kept 

running ahead and aggravating (“aggro’ing”) groups of opponents before the rest of 

the team was ready. The team would lag behind trying to catch up, and on one 

occasion could only watch as this player’s avatar was killed. When this occurred, the 

player kept repeating “REZ ME” (i.e. resurrect my character) in the team chat 

channel. Once the team had defeated all the opponents that this player had aggravated, 

he was resurrected. After he was resurrected, he wanted to know why we had taken so 

long to resurrect him. The response from one member of the group was: 

 
“you ran ahead and got yourself killed, so you can wait while we clean up your mess” 

 

When he did the same thing a few minutes later, the team began discussing in the 

team channel whether this player knew that he was being an idiot. Shortly afterwards, 

this player was kicked out of the team (the team leader is able to use a game mechanic 

called “Kick” which removes the team member), and then gathered another player at 

the nearest town and continued with some success. The next time I logged onto Guild 

Wars, a few days later, I encountered this player, who tried to engage me in a 
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conversation and invited me to play with him. He remembered me from the previous 

encounter, but apparently felt that the team’s low regard for his skill level would not 

carry on into the next encounter. The team was not particularly acrimonious, but it 

was an example of how teams could have trouble functioning if one player was acting 

contrarily to the wishes of the rest of the team and how other team members dealt 

effectively with a non-functioning team member. 

 

5.8 Discussion 
 

The objective of this chapter was to report on the behaviour of players in Team Work 

situations in Guild Wars that was observed during the ethnographic study. 

Specifically, the research questions were: 

 

RQ1: What are the activities that players engage in when they are part of a team in 

Guild Wars? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does Guild Wars support Team Work? 

 

In response to RQ1, it was observed that there were a number of team activities that 

players tended to engage in which were similar to how teams formed and functioned 

in the real world, generally related to the language and roles of teams. In terms of 

language, it was observed that players in Guild Wars have developed specific and 

complex jargon relating to team formation and how players identify themselves and 

their role within the team. Players made use of in-game mechanics to allow teams to 

function more effectively by engaging in information sharing practices. Players in 

teams sometimes had to act as teachers to other players in relation to the in-game 

mechanics. In terms of player roles, it was observed that players appeared to follow 

guidelines about roles and responsibilities, especially in relation to team leadership. 

Within these roles, players engaged in negotiation and experimentation in order to 

ensure that the player was able to contribute the most to the team and consequently 

that the team would be as effective as possible. When players did not follow their role, 

it sometimes lead to team conflict, which teams could not always recover from. 
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Based on the observations described in this chapter, the answer to RQ2 is that Guild 

Wars supports the Team Work activities of players in five distinct ways. 

 

1. Mission Staging Areas Allow Teams to Form and Negotiate Roles 

The separation between game play area and social hub allows players the safety to 

form teams, discuss the roles of each player within the team and work out a plan for 

the mission. Because there is no chance of players being attacked when they are in the 

social hubs, players can take their time and make sure they are ready before entering 

the game play area. The result of the preparation that is taken at this stage is that many 

conflicts are avoided and teams have a greater chance of successfully completing the 

mission. 

 

2. Team Size and Different Game Play Areas Allow for Role Negotiation 

As the maximum team size became large enough that there was more than one player 

with the same profession, players were able to engage in role negotiation about who 

would be responsible for different aspects of ensuring that the team was successful. 

The difference in game play areas, in terms of opponents, mission focus and available 

resources also had an effect on the roles that players would take on, leading to further 

negotiation between team members. In addition, the constrained team size ensured 

that players could not form teams that were so large that they would overwhelm the 

opposition through numbers and not strategy. 

 

3. Team Information Sharing Practices are Supported 

Teams that were effective made consistent use of the in-game hot-keys to provide 

information to other team members (for instance, telling team members their health or 

energy status, what skills they were currently performing or using the mini-map to 

indicate in-coming opponents). In particular, the team leader could use hot-keys to 

designate opponents that needed to be defeated first, to ensure that the team was 

focussing their attention in order to be most effective. 

 

4. Game Mechanics Supported Diversity of Play Styles 

Game mechanics, such as the large number of skills that players could choose from 

meant that players had many options about how to play the game, even if they 

followed one of the standard approaches, such as Minion Master for the Necromancer 
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profession or nuker for the Elementalist. Team sizes that supported more than one 

player from the same profession meant that players were able to experiment with 

different play styles in order to find the one that suited them and the team the most.  

 

5. Team Leader Controls Who Joins and Can Remove Team Members 

The ability for a team leader to “kick” another player out of the team provides the 

team with considerable power to protect itself from a disruptive member and to take 

risks in team formation. Even though rarely used, without such a mechanism the 

dynamics of teams would likely be very different. The ability to remove a disruptive 

or ineffectual player provides teams with a safe fallback position when other conflict 

resolution or negotiation tactics fail. 

 

5.8.1 Community Conventions Around Team Work 
 

The observations reported in this chapter have demonstrated that there appear to be a 

number of social conventions surrounding Team Work in Guild Wars. The 

development of team-related language, use of game mechanics to remove disruptive 

players and negotiation of roles and responsibilities all point to teams that function in 

ways that mirror Team Work in the real world. Team Work with other players is not 

mandatory in Guild Wars; the player can progress throughout the game by creating 

teams of NPCs instead. Thus, the complex team dynamics that have been 

demonstrated in this chapter have arisen through players choosing to engage in Team 

Work, rather than being forced to by the game’s mechanics. 

 

One issue to note about the observations described in this chapter is the distinct 

change in the language between low and high level parts of the game. Even though 

the language is different to that used by teams in the real world, there were still very 

clear guidelines about how players formed teams and advertised their profession and 

willingness to participate in game play activities to other players. In the early parts of 

the game, team formation is not nearly as complex an activity as later stages of the 

game, when players provided detailed descriptions of their profession as well as the 

skills that they had equipped. 
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One notable aspect of the observations that were reported in this chapter was that 

many of them took place in high level parts of the game. In each case, players were 

level 20, which is the highest level that can be achieved in Guild Wars. Although the 

content wasn’t always at the end of the game4, many of these observations took place 

in a part of the game where players were expected to be knowledgeable about the 

game, their role in a team and how to make the most of the skills that were available 

to them. 

 

Although it was observed that players in teams were willing to negotiate roles and 

responsibilities, there appeared to have been some tension within the player 

community about the role of the Monk within the game in general. During the period 

in which observations were undertaken in Guild Wars, a group of Monks “went on 

strike” in the mission staging area outside Thunderhead Keep on 24th February 2006. 

The strike was not recorded during observations, but there was a large amount of 

discussion about the incident on Guild Wars related forums and websites. It was 

unclear whether the Monks went on strike as a joke or intended the strike to be serious 

from the beginning. Messages on forums indicate that the strikers claimed that the 

way Monks were treated was unfair – whenever anything went wrong Monks were 

always blamed, regardless of whether they had actually been the cause of team 

dysfunction. 

 

The player strike, where one profession (i.e. the Monks) felt that they were unfairly 

treated by other professions indicated there may have been a problem in the way that 

the roles of the different professions were perceived by other players. The lack of 

information about what a profession can or can not do appeared to be the underlying 

cause. The problem may have been due to improperly balanced professions, which 

was almost impossible to solve except at a surface level (i.e. simply changing the 

amount of armour one profession had). The strike demonstrated that perhaps the role 

negotiation and team formation that was taking place within the game was not as 

effective as it appeared from the observations. 

 

                                                 
4 For instance, Elona Reach and Thirsty River are missions that take place shortly after a player reaches level 20. 

There is still a significant amount of the game left once these missions have been completed. 
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The behaviour of players in Guild Wars as reported in this chapter demonstrates that 

team play is an integral aspect of play in an MMORPG. Although their motivation for 

engaging in team play is unclear from these studies, the emotional actions and 

interactions players engage in demonstrate that they are strongly involved in the 

outcome of team play. The research reported in this chapter has illustrated that player 

behaviour highlights how integral team play is and the importance of ensuring that 

game mechanics support effective teams. The activities of players in Team Work 

situations mimic the activities that take place in teams in the “real world”. 

 

The types of play illustrated in this chapter further emphasise the point that was raised 

in chapter 4, which is that members of this community are engaged in a form of play 

as progress (Sutton-Smith, 2001) that has not previously been documented. Aspects of 

the language based play described in this chapter have been examined before (such as 

by Steinkuehler (2005), who demonstrated that mastery of the complex and exclusive 

language used by players in Lineage 2 helped to demonstrate belonging to the 

community). However, other aspects of player behaviour described in this chapter, 

such as the change in team and play-related jargon between the low level and high 

level parts of the game, have not been explored by researchers in either game studies 

or anthropologists looking at the culture of play and thus should be considered an 

important addition to the knowledge in these fields. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Focus 3: Guild Wars as Free Play 
 

6.1 Chapter Overview 
 

Social player activities in MMORPGs have been explored in previous work, which 

has demonstrated the importance of long term relationships (Taylor, 2002) and the 

effect of griefing behaviour (Foo & Koivisto, 2004). However, these play activities 

have not been explored as Free Play activities which situate the instrumental play that 

was described in chapters 4 and 5. Player activities that were identified as play as 

progress and play as identity (Sutton-Smith, 2001) which took place in the 

Marketplace (chapter 4) and in Team Work situations (chapter 5) were explored. 

Players engage in other social activities which can be identified as some of the 

remaining rhetorics of play identified by Sutton-Smith (2001). 

 

The interactions in this chapter describe the final foci of the ethnographic study of 

Guild Wars, which was that players engaged in a range of Free Play activities which 

provided context for the instrumental play described in previous chapters. There were 

two research questions which informed the observations described in this chapter: 

 

RQ1: What are the Free Play activities of players in Guild Wars? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does Guild Wars support Free Play activities? 

 

The observations took place in locations throughout the game, but the majority of the 

information in this chapter was drawn from observations in the social hubs, such as 

Ascalon City, The Great Temple of Balthazar, Piken Square and Lion’s Arch. Only a 

few interactions were drawn from the game play areas, mainly because the 

interactions in game play areas were generally shorter than those in the social areas. 

Interactions in the social areas tended to consist of a number of overlapping 



 

 126

conversations, some of which were taking place very rapidly, indicating that the 

participants were not observing or participating in other conversations. 

 

Of the seven rhetorics of play identified by Sutton-Smith (2001), five rhetorics of play 

have not been explored thus far in this thesis. Three of these are the most relevant as a 

framework for exploring social play within Guild Wars: play as the imaginary, play as 

power and play as frivolity. The final two rhetorics – play as fate and play as the 

rhetoric of the self – are also evident in Guild Wars, although not to a large extent. 

 

Play as the rhetoric of fate exists within the mechanics of the game, as chance governs 

the effect of a player’s skill to some extent. The effect of a player skill or attack is 

usually within a range of values, which depends on their skill and the armour strength 

or level of their opponent. The exact amount of damage done is a value within that 

range, over which the player has no control, and the result is play with an element of 

fate. Play as fate is also evident in other elements of the game, such as when a player 

joins a team with whoever is available at the time. The player has very little control 

over who is present when they wish to join a team, but they begin to have some 

control when team members negotiate roles and responsibilities (as seen in chapter 5). 

 

The seventh rhetoric – play as the rhetoric of the self – is difficult to explore within 

the study boundaries set up for this thesis. Play as the rhetoric of the self has its basis 

“… in the psychology of the individual player” (Sutton-Smith, 2001: 173) and as such 

focuses on the individual’s motivations for play and the pleasures derived therein. 

This type of play is not encompassed within the anthropological contexts of play, as 

the other six rhetorics are, and is therefore difficult to explore with a method whose 

foundations lie in anthropology (i.e. ethnography). Guild Wars probably allows for 

play that provides the player with a rewarding experience which characterises play as 

the rhetoric of the self (Sutton-Smith, 2001), but it will not be explored any further at 

this stage. 

 

Evidence of the three rhetorics of play – frivolity, imaginary and power – were 

observed in the social activities of players, instances of which are described in this 

chapter. 
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6.2 Play as Frivolity - Holding a Dance Party 
 

Activities that would be recognised as play as frivolity - in that the play activities 

involved people engaging in “playful” (Sutton-Smith, 2001: 215) behaviour - were 

observed in the earlier sections of the game, where they were greeted with amusement 

and people often joined in. On one occasion I observed a group of people having an 

early morning dance party in Ascalon City (GW2a). Some of the players asked each 

other where they lived and some of the answers included the United Kingdom, where 

it would have been approximately 5am, which explained why these players were 

calling it an early morning dance party. The unofficial organiser, called Arton Noonan 

(AN), began by recruiting players to be part of the orchestra with the following 

conversation: 

 
AN: come join our orcestra 

AN: we need some drums 

AN: now we need a dancer 

AN: ah nice 

AN: the circle is complete (GW2a) 

 

Players were able to perform in-game actions such as playing the guitar, the drums 

and flute by typing “/guitar”, “/drums” and “/flute” respectively. At this stage of the 

conversation, a group of ten players had gathered around, some of whose avatars were 

dancing; some were playing guitars, drums and flutes. Arton Noonan then felt that 

there were enough players for the party to begin, hence his comment that the circle 

was complete. Following these statements, Arton Noonan and another member of the 

party, called Semus Fargu (SF), began to advertise to other players, encouraging them 

to join in by saying the following: 

 
AN: Come join the Ascalon Early PARTY - join us at dye trador xDDD” 

SF: ok time to take the clothes off now 

SF: Allright everyone! Can ya feel it? its getting HOT!!! so take off yer CLOTHES!! 

WOOOHOO!! 

AN: ITS GETTING' HOT IN HERE 

AN: Come Chill Out, take your clothes off and show us what u got!!!!! DYE TRADAH 

(GW2a) 
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The party was taking place near an NPC that traded dye for in-game currency, 

referred to as either the “dye trador” or “dye tradah” by different players in this group. 

The next action some of the players took was to remove the armour from their avatars, 

leaving them in their underwear. Afterwards they exhorted other players to remove 

“their clothes”, that is, their character’s armour. Their comments that it was “getting 

hot in here” referred to a song called “Hot in Herre” by an artist called Nelly that has 

the lyrics “It's gettin’ hot in here/So take off all your clothes”. Comments such as 

these continued all throughout the party, which lasted for another hour, and although 

members of the party and the orchestra fluctuated and changed, there was always 

between ten and fifteen members. The players in the dance party appeared to have had 

no previous interactions, other than the two who were trying to organise the party, 

they were just responding to friendly overtures by other players. 

 

6.3 Play as Imaginary – Pretending to Get Married 
 

Players in Guild Wars also engaged in play that would be recognised as play as the 

imaginary, as it involved elements of creativity and flexibility, or make-believe play 

(Sutton-Smith, 2001). Imaginary play was present in two different forms in Guild 

Wars: when players interacted with the fantasy world, they engaged in imaginary 

play, but they also engaged in imaginary social play. On one occasion (NB2-11), two 

players (who will be identified as Lovely Me and Tivia Conserta) who had apparently 

met only recently pretended to get married in-game. Tivia Conserta asked Lovely Me 

to marry him (the gender of the player’s avatar) and when she said yes, announced his 

glee to the players in the area, with the following statement: 

 
 TC: She said YES!!!!!!!!!!! (GW2-11) 

 

He was congratulated by other players, many of whom wrote “lol, congrats”, and 

another player (P1) offered the following comment: 

 
 P1: Yeah, congrats. Now, welcome to HELL! (NB2-11) 
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Tivia Conserta and Lovely Me ran around Ascalon City until they found a Monk 

character that was willing to marry them. They then decided on the location where 

they wished to get married, which was at the top of a set of stairs. The Monk and 

Tivia Conserta stood at the top of the stairs and then Lovely Me slowly walked up, 

mimicking the typical positions of a Christian marriage ceremony. 

 

After the ceremony had been completed, the two players ran around looking for a 

quiet place in which to have their “honeymoon”. They were “guarded” by two other 

players to prevent anyone intruding on their honeymoon. The two players continued 

to proclaim their love for each other throughout the honeymoon, which lasted for 

about 10 minutes. After awhile, the two players began exchanging information about 

themselves in the real world, such as their interests and where they lived. Tivia 

Conserta revealed that he was in high school, when asked, but did not initially want to 

reveal his age, but eventually revealed that he was “nearly 15”. Lovely Me then 

revealed that she was a 16 year old girl, and a few minutes later she revealed the street 

she lived on in Connecticut. Lovely Me provided this information in the public chat 

channel when there were over 50 people in the area, although not all were necessarily 

paying attention to this conversation, as there were also trade and guild 

advertisements going on at the time. 

 

A player (P2) who had been watching this interaction between these two players, 

attempted to confirm the ages of Tivia Conserta and Lovely Me: 

 
 P2: you two who are flirting, how old are you 

 LM: i’m 16, he’s 14 (NB2-11) 

 

Two players within the area responded to this statement by Lovely Me by getting their 

avatars to cheer (by typing “/cheer”), which indicated that they were either happy at 

the presence of a female 16 year old in the game, or trying to encourage the 14 year 

old boy. Shortly afterwards, Lovely Me announced that her real life boyfriend had just 

logged on and she had to go play with him for awhile. Tivia Conserta tried to get her 

to remain in the area for awhile, but she indicated that it was nice meeting him but 

that she had to go. Tivia Conserta was unable to respond to Lovely Me as she left 
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after her last statement, but remained in the area and participated in conversations 

with other players for some time afterwards. 

 

The friendliness and openness between these players who had just met, as well as the 

willingness of other players to go along with the pretence of an in-game marriage 

indicated that the environment that players have created in-game allows for play 

acting and people having fun in ways that are unrelated to the players’ progress 

through the game. 

 

6.4 Play as Power 
 

Play as power involves play activities that reinforce the hierarchy of power, but it can 

also involve social play activities that are identified as cruel play, gamesmanship or 

mockery (Sutton-Smith, 2001). In this sense, play as power can be regarded as the 

type of taunting play that people engage in to get a reaction out of other people, to 

antagonise or to annoy. As with any group of people, there was the possibility that 

social situations in Guild Wars could become antagonistic. I saw many examples of 

people trying to get a reaction out of other players, such as the following exchange 

between two players in the Great Temple of Balthazar: 

 
 P3: why be a dick about it? 

P4: cause being a dickhead starts arguing and we need that cause its WAY to quiet (GW34) 

 

A second example of social interactions incorporating elements of mockery or cruel 

play occurred in the Great Temple of Balthazar (GW38) and lasted over half an hour. 

The participants changed, but the number was usually about seven. The antagonistic 

behaviour seemed to focus on two things, the first being that a player identified here 

as Nick Monk declared that he was a great PvP player, a claim which was disputed by 

other players who did not believe him or wanted him to prove it. Nick Monk was 

challenged to prove it three times, and each time he would instruct the other players to 

leave and join him in the PvP arena immediately. When a couple of these players left 

for the arena, Nick Monk did not. A few minutes later, the other players returned 

wanting to know why Nick Monk had not gone to the PvP arenas, then declaring that 

he was not as good as he had claimed and was afraid of being shown up by them. 
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Nick Monk repeatedly ran around the crowded area looking for the other players who 

were arguing with him, and when he found them he would stand very close to their 

avatars, in what these players identified as their “personal space”. This behaviour lead 

to the second issue of contention between the players, which was that some players 

declared that part of the social area belonged to them and that Nick Monk ought to 

leave them alone and stand in his own area. Even though these players were not 

physically represented in this space, they still found the actions and behaviour of Nick 

Monk so annoying that they wanted him to leave the space that they felt belonged to 

them in some undefinable way. Sometimes observing players interjected that they 

could not believe one or the other side was being so horrible, but they generally did 

not add more to the conversation. 

 

A third example of social activities that demonstrated elements of play as power was 

observed in Lion’s Arch. The main occurrence was a long-running argument between 

four people, two on either side (GW23). Two players (identified as Heli Copter and 

Professor H) had found out that another player was female (identified as Bali Girl) 

and wanted her to go out with one or both of them, or at least provide them with her 

phone number or a picture of herself. The female player was being defended by a 

male friend and guild member (identified as Lightning Strike) who was getting more 

and more annoyed at the antics of the other two. After this argument had been going 

on for some time, an onlooker asked why Bali Girl and Lightning Strike did not 

simply leave the area, considering that they were getting so annoyed with the other 

two. This question was immediately taken up by Heli Copter and Professor H, who 

indicated that they weren’t being as annoying as Lightning Strike was pretending if 

they would not leave. Lightning Strike responded by indicating that they were there 

first and would not allow two people who were being horrible to scare them off from 

somewhere that they wanted to be. This conversation went around in circles, with 

exactly the same points being made by both sides for over half an hour. Heli Copter 

and Professor H became progressively more provocative, as Lightning Strike became 

angrier and rose to the bait every time. Eventually, another player arrived who 

appeared to be the guild leader of the guild to which Bali Girl and Lightning Strike 

belonged. He immediately told his guild members in the public chat channel that they 
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were needed in another part of the game, providing Lightning Strike with the excuse 

he needed to leave the argument without losing face. 

 

Finally, the following interaction demonstrates players engaging in play as power as a 

group, as they combine to mock another player. The conversation shows a group of 

five players - Skate Garden (SG), John Bloodthirsty (JB), Friar Tuck (FT), Mind 

Reader (MR) and Swift Arrow (SA) - in Ascalon City responding to a request by a 

player (identified as The Strange One or TSO) for gold (from GW2a): 

 
TSO: can someone spare me some gold 
FT: no 
TSO: can someone spare me some gold 

SG: No! someone cant spare you 

SA: people don’t beg for cash 

SA: go hunt 

FT: here we have a lot ppl that beg for cash 

FT: and the even get it also :) 

JB: like in real world 

SA: it pisses me ogg  

MR: it's like welfare 

MR: i don't wanna hunt so gimmie cash 

 

The Strange One asked repeatedly for some spare gold, and the initial response was a 

simple “no”. As he repeated his requests for gold, the responses became more 

animated and detailed. The comment by Swift Arrow that the player needed to “go 

hunt” indicates that Swift Arrow wanted the player to do what many other players do 

when they want in-game gold – they go out into the game play areas and hunt down 

monsters who drop gold when killed. Mind Reader made a comparison between a 

player asking for money in-game and welfare in the real world. This group of players 

began to mock other players that ask for money, which is apparent in the final 

comment by Mind Reader “i don’t wanna hunt so gimmie cash”. The conversation 

began to get even more heated when The Strange One continued to request money 

from anyone in Ascalon City: 

 
TSO: can someone spare me some gold 

SG: no 
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JB: wot about FU!!! 

TSO: ill dance for it 

MR: asclon welfare demands someone gives me 50000 

JB: i'll give my foot in your arse 

TSO: yeah you wish buddy 

MR: i'm on the welfare can't find a job gimmie gold so i can sit on my arse all day 

JB: PISS OFF beggar 

JB: stop whispering me 

JB: u gay mofo 

MR: oi bithces gimmie gold 20000 

 

The Strange One offered to dance for gold (perhaps hoping to open a dialogue about 

trading a lap dance for gold, such as was recorded in chapter 4), but the offer was 

implicitly rejected by the offer from John Bloodthirsty to instead give him a “foot in 

your arse”. Mind Reader continued with his newly discovered idea that there was a 

form of welfare at play (he had by this stage given it a name, “Ascalon Welfare”) and 

re-iterated the idea that people wanted to sit around doing nothing and being given 

gold. The Strange One used John Bloodthirsty’s willingness to engage in a 

conversation with him as an opportunity to attempt to beg for money, and sent him 

some private messages, hence the comment about “whispering”. John Bloodthirsty 

was apparently not willing to entertain this hope, and became quite caustic in his 

refusal to listen to The Strange One. 

 

At this stage, Skate Garden introduced an element of play as frivolity in the 

interaction, by trying to cause some mischief at the expense of The Strange One and 

other players who request in-game money.  

 
SG: check this out [John] 

SG: anyone want free gold?! 

SG: free gold here! anyone want free gold? 

JB: greedy bastards 

SG: [John], allready 7 persons wispering me :D hahaha! 
JB: vultures ready to sell their MUMA for gold 
MR: who wants a free breakfast 

SG: ILL GIVE AWAY 1000GOLD TO EVERYONE! I DON’T NEED THEM! IM AT 

HENCHMENS!! 

SG: OMFG 
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SG: IM POPULAR! AAAW YEAH!!! 

MR: look at em 
MR: like flies 

JB: all form a line 

 

Skate Garden offered to give away free gold and was immediately taken up on this 

offer by at least seven people, despite the fact that some of them must have been 

aware of the conversation taking place previously about this group’s disdain for 

people who want free gold. John Bloodthirsty called the group of people who 

responded “greedy bastards” and “vultures”. Skate Garden laughed at the people who 

gathered around him, attempting to trade by saying that he was popular and other 

members of the group commented by indicating that they were “like flies”. The 

players who responded to the offer of free gold were apparently disappointed by Skate 

Garden’s refusal to part with any gold: 

 
P1: he wont give 

P2: hey asshole gimme 

MR: everyone for a line at the welfare que 
SG: Hi my little beggars :) 
P3: lets all kick him in the nuts!!!! 

SG: hello my little beggars :D 

P3: *kick* 

P4: [skate] trade me 

 

Skate Garden made repeated comments greeting his group of “little beggars” and 

Mind Reader continued his train of thought about a welfare queue. Four players that 

had gathered around Skate Garden in response to his offer for money then discovered 

that he would not give them any money, with comments explicitly asking him to trade 

or voicing their frustration that he would not give them any money. The interactions 

continued for some time, with Skate Garden, John Bloodthirsty, Mind Reader and 

Swift Arrow trying to run away from the players they had offered money to. The 

interactions eventually ended when the players who had been tricked responded with 

comments attacking this group such as: 

 
P1: what a fga  

P3: noobs stop being lame 
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P5: [Skate Garden] takes it up the koolo 
P6: [john bloodthirsty] gives 10000 for an arse jab 

 

After these comments, the discussion in Ascalon City moved on to other topics and 

none of the players involved in this interaction were observed interacting with other 

players. 

 

6.5 Discussion 
 

The final focus of the ethnographic study, as reported in this chapter, was to explore 

the social behaviour of players in Guild Wars. Specifically, the research questions 

were: 

 

RQ1: What are the Free Play activities of players in Guild Wars? 

 

RQ2: In what ways does Guild Wars support Free Play activities? 

 

In response to RQ1, it was observed that social play in Guild Wars generally consisted 

of three types of play: frivolous, imaginary and power play. All three types of play 

were evident in the games that players created in the social hubs which were unrelated 

to the purposeful game play that was described in previous chapters. Play as frivolity 

was observed in-game when players would stop undertaking purposeful or 

instrumental play in order to participate in activities without goals or rules, such as the 

dance party that was described in this chapter. Play as the imaginary was observed in-

game when players used the chat channels to engage in activities that involved make-

believe or pretend play, such as pretending to get married in-game. Finally, play as 

power was observed when players engaged in social activities involving mockery, 

gamesmanship or cruel play such as teasing other players or playing jokes on them.  

 

Based on the observations described in this chapter, the answer to RQ2 is that Guild 

Wars supports the social context of instrumental play in two distinct ways. 
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1. Social areas and chat channels provide a forum for Free Play 

The separate areas for game play and social play, combined with the options for 

player chat provide players with the means to engage in the free social play described 

in this chapter. The separation from the game play areas means that players do not 

have to engage in instrumental play in this environment and the mechanisms are 

provided for them to interact with other players in a purely social, free form way. 

 

2. Character “Emotes” Provide Players with a Means of Expression 

The use of “emotes” such as “/dance”, “/guitar” and “/drums” provide players with a 

way of engaging with other players in ways other than written communication. 

Players are able to use their avatars to participate in many forms of play activities and 

create group activities of play that are unrelated to instrumental play in the game. The 

emotes also allow players to have a form of body language, as they can laugh 

(“/laugh”), cheer (“/cheer”) or shake a fist angrily (“/fistshake”), all of which is 

conveyed to other players in the area. 

 

6.5.1 Community Conventions Around Free Play 
 

One issue to note about the interactions described in this chapter is the lack of rules 

that governed this type of play, which was in contrast to the rule-bound play evident 

in previous types of play. In particular, there were no rules about who could 

participate in the Free Play that was observed. Participants joined and left interactions 

with other players, sometimes without indicating that they were doing so. The result 

was an open social environment which appeared to encourage many forms of Free 

Play, both inclusive (such as imaginary and frivolous play) and exclusive (such as 

play as power). 

 

The observations in this chapter have focused on the three social play rhetorics that 

were observable through an ethnographic study – frivolous, imaginary and power 

play. The final two rhetorics, play for the self and play as fate may exist within the 

game, but were difficult to access with the chosen methodology. Play as fate resides 

in the game, but is largely related to the game mechanics. Play as the rhetoric of self 

generally revolves around an individual’s motivations for play and the pleasure that 
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they derive from the play activities and so could be better explored with methods 

grounded in self report, such as the work done in the Daedalus Project (Yee, 2007b).  

 

The social context that players have created in Guild Wars consists of different forms 

of play, including many of the forms of play that exist in the real world, outside of the 

game boundaries. The types of play described are not novel – they have been 

observed in the real world many times but never completely described in a virtual 

world. The full gamut of play, as summarised by Sutton-Smith (2001) is evident in the 

player behaviour in Guild Wars, which provides context for the instrumental play 

previously described here (in chapters 4 and 5) and elsewhere (e.g. Taylor, 2002), and 

the disruptive activities of players, such as griefers (Foo & Koivisto, 2004). Thus, the 

contribution this chapter makes to the field of game studies is to provide a necessary 

context to other, more instrumental forms of play. 
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Chapter 7 

 
Evaluating Ethnography using Discourse Analysis 
 
 
One of the stated aims of this research was to explore the benefits of using an 

ethnographical approach to exploring the social and team-related behaviour of players 

in Guild Wars. As with any methodology, there were both benefits and drawbacks. 

The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to evaluate both the method used and the 

conclusions that were drawn in chapters 4 – 6. The chapter begins by describing the 

results of using concept analysis to provide a different perspective on the data that 

was used to form the categories of player behaviour described in chapters 4 – 6 of this 

thesis (section 7.1). Note that this study was not intended to be a validation of the 

categories of behaviour, this analysis was intended to further explore the concepts that 

arose from the analysis performed for previous chapters, and lessen the opportunities 

for observer bias to influence the reporting of results. Further, this chapter provides a 

discussion of the strengths and weaknesses inherent in following a qualitative 

approach that was completely virtual (sections 7.2 and 7.3 respectively). Finally, this 

chapter describes the results of the reflexive aspect of the ethnographic process by 

exploring the experiences of the observer as an avatar in the game of Guild Wars 

(section 7.4) and then demonstrates the results of the evaluation of this ethnographic 

study as proposed in chapter 3 (section 7.5) 

 

7.1 Using Leximancer for other Perspectives on the Data 
 

The concept analysis program, Leximancer (http://www.leximancer.com/cms/), was 

used to carry out an analysis on a sample of the conversations that were recorded 

during the ethnographic study. Leximancer extracts the most important words from a 

document or set of documents, based on the frequency of the words used and their co-

occurrence. These words form the basis of a thesaurus, which underpins the iterative 

process of building concepts from related words. Once a set of concepts has been 

defined, the text is classified to determine how the concepts relate to each other and 

http://www.leximancer.com/cms/
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the strength of these relationships. Concepts that regularly appear in close proximity 

in the text are referred to as themes (Smith & Humphreys, 2006). 

 

The purpose of carrying out automated concept analysis as well as the manual concept 

generation done throughout the process of grounded theory was not to validate the 

“correctness” of the concepts that were discovered. Instead, this analysis was intended 

to provide another avenue for exploring the data that was gathered during the 

ethnographic process, to determine if there were further layers of meaning that were 

yet to be discovered. In addition, the use of Leximancer in this context encourages the 

process of bringing to the surface any biases or influenced reporting. Taking two 

different approaches to the same data set (in this case, grounded theory and automatic 

concept analysis) supports the rigorous evaluation process which is part of the 

methodological framework of this thesis. 

 

7.1.1 Leximancer Method 
 

The first step in carrying out a concept analysis using Leximancer was to transcribe 

the interactions between players verbatim from the video recordings that were taken 

of the game. In order to provide a relatively representative view of player interactions 

in Guild Wars, videos were drawn from a range of locations throughout the game, at 

all times throughout the day, on different servers. Videos were dated between August 

2005 and December 2006, a period of 17 months, from both the American and 

European servers. 3100 unique utterances were manually extracted from 96 video 

files. The locations from the game where player interactions have been recorded were 

classified as low, medium or high to reflect the typical level of characters in that area. 

Low level areas had a predominance of players levelled between 7 and 11, medium 

level areas were predominantly 12 to 17 and high level areas were 18 to 20. The small 

range of levels in high level areas reflected the fact that there was still a significant 

part of the game available to players after they typically reached level 20 (generally 

around the area of the mission called “Ascension” which takes place at Augury Rock). 

Therefore, areas where players were generally at level 20 included players that could 

have been level 20 for a long period of time. In addition, areas of the game have been 

classified either as a game play area, a social hub or a mission staging area. Although 
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mission staging areas could be social hubs, the interactions that took place there were 

generally more focused on organising game play (as seen in chapter 5), and so they 

have been designated as a separate area. The 18 areas from which videos were used 

for this analysis were: 

 

• Ascalon City (low, social hub) 

• Piken Square (low, social hub) 

• Grendich Courthouse (low, social hub) 

• Fort Ranik (low, mission staging area) 

• The Breach (low, game play area) 

• Diessa Lowlands (low, game play area) 

• Yak’s Bend (medium, social hub) 

• Lion’s Arch (medium, social hub) 

• Gates of Kryta (medium, mission staging and game play area) 

• Druid’s Overlook (medium, social hub) 

• Divinity Coast (medium, mission staging and game play area) 

• The Wilds (medium, mission staging and game play area) 

• Great Temple of Balthazar (high, social hub) 

• Augury Rock (high, social hub) 

• Temple of Ages (high, mission staging) 

• Ring of Fire (high, mission staging) 

• Fissure of Woe (high, game play area) 

• Saltspray Beach & Etnaran Keys (high, Team PvP staging) 

• Alliance Battleground (high, Team PvP area) 

 

From this list, it can be seen that the interactions included in the data set were drawn 

from a wide range of locations throughout the game world, in terms of spatial 

proximity, player experience and the nature of the interactions that took place. Thus, 

the data set, although incomplete, may be considered representative of interactions 

between players throughout the game of Guild Wars. 
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7.1.2 Leximancer Results Summary 
 

The results of the concept analysis performed using Leximancer of dialogue recorded 

from Guild Wars can be seen in the following figures. The groups of concepts that 

emerge from the analysis are called themes (Smith & Humphreys, 2006) and are 

indicated on the Leximancer map as large, coloured circles. Concepts that reside 

within a theme are shown as points on the map. Figure 4 shows eight themes, without 

the specific concepts that they contain. The names of the eight themes are, in order of 

priority monks, lfg, mission, bonus, attacking, play, help and trade-related (which 

is only partly visible on the map). 

 

 
Figure 4 Leximancer Map showing Themes (0% of Concepts) 

 

The close location of the four themes mission, bonus, lfg and monks indicates how 

tightly bound these four issues are in the interactions that occurred between players in 

Guild Wars. The other four themes appear as satellites around these four core themes. 
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The themes help and trade-related are co-located, indicating that they may have 

some significance to each other. Similarly, the themes play and attacking are co-

located and may have a secondary relationship to mission and bonus, given their 

location.  

 

Figure 5 shows the same set of themes with 50% of the concepts included on the map 

and all of the ranked concepts in the list on the right. From this map it is clear that 

most of the concepts are highly connected within the yellow theme, which is almost 

obscured, although a comparison to Figure 4 shows that the theme is monks. The 

concepts that are visible in this map are considered by Leximancer to be the most 

useful in understanding the content of the data. These thirteen concepts are: ppl, lfg, 

run, monks, group, tank, invite, healing, glf, farming, nuker, rangers, fow and 

henchies. The abbreviation “ppl” stood for “people”, “glf” was an acronym for 

“group looking for” and was the reverse of “lfg” (in terms of letters, but also meaning 

“looking for group”). The word “henchies” is Guild Wars short hand for “henchmen” 

or the NPCs that a player is able include in a team if they were unable to create a full 

team of human players. Finally, as previously indicated, “fow” stands for “Fissure of 

Woe”, one of the high level content areas of the game. 
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Figure 5 Leximancer Map showing 50% of Concepts 

 

Figure 6 shows the map with 100% of the concepts included. All 28 of the concepts in 

the ranked list are shown as points on the map. Each theme consists of one or more 

concepts. The closeness of the themes demonstrates the strength of the relationship 

between the theme and its concepts.  
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Figure 6 Leximancer Map showing 100% of Concepts 

 

From the map it can be seen that the theme that appears to be the most dominant, in 

terms of how many concepts it subsumes, is the one labelled monks. Over one third 

of the concepts are stacked in this theme. However, from the rankings on the right, the 

concept lfg is the one that appears the most often and would therefore appear to be the 

most significant concept in the data. The monks concept is ranked second only to lfg, 

so it may be enough to state that both are fundamental concepts in the data. When 

determining the number of concepts that could be represented on this map, the 

decision was made that any concept with less than 10% relative count was not to be 

included. Therefore, the concept with the lowest absolute count is materials with ten 

appearances in the text. 

 

7.1.3 Manually Created Concepts and Removed Concepts 
 

One of the options that Leximancer provides is to allow manual creation of concepts. 

One step in manually creating concepts is to return stop words into the data set. Stop 
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words are defined as “functional words with low semantic content, such as and, is, or 

but” (Smith & Humphreys, 2006). Stop words that were returned to the data set 

included player abbreviations such as “ele”, “mes” and “nec” which were short hand 

forms of the words Elementalist, Mesmer and Necromancer, respectively. However, 

none of these words had a significant effect on concepts or their ranking, as they did 

not appear frequently enough to influence the concept analysis. Concepts were 

removed when they were game specific artefacts that were not particularly useful, 

except in providing information about the specific spells that players used at certain 

points throughout the game. For instance, it does not add to the discussion of player 

interactions to know that the most commonly used healing spell in FoW is Mending, 

although this information may be of use to players who wish to know how to play 

through this area of the game. The other game specific concepts that were removed 

were called “res_sig” (which referred to the resurrection signet that non-Monk 

professions could use to resurrect other characters), Mind_Burn (a damage dealing 

Elementalist skill) and Boulder_Elemental (which was a type of enemy that was 

frequently encountered in the early parts of the game). 

 

Concepts were merged when they were similar enough that letting them remain as 

separate concepts served no purpose, when instead they may have been obscuring 

other aspects of the data. Initially the concepts LFG and lfg appeared separately. 

However, examining their context showed no appreciable difference in how these 

acronyms were used by players. Therefore, having them as separate concepts was not 

useful. 

 

More meaningful concept modification occurred when the different names and jargon 

for player professions were combined. The concept of Monks consists of variations on 

the word such as monk, MONK etc. However, this concept also consists of other 

terms for specific approaches to playing as a Monk, e.g. protector, boon and prot. 

Protector was a general way of playing as a Monk character; the player’s focus was on 

protecting other players from damage instead of healing them. The term “boon prot” 

Monk referred to a specific protector Monk build that relied on a skill called Divine 

Boon. Other specific terms for character classes were also combined. For example, 

tank and warrior were combined, vampire, battery and necromancer were 
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combined and finally ele, nuker, spiker, echo nuker and elementalist were 

combined. 

 

The concept name that was given to the combination of tank and warrior was 

warrior as it was more general than tank. However, the unsupervised concept 

learning process carried out by Leximancer dismissed warrior as the appropriate 

label for this concept, choosing tank instead. Similarly, the combination of ele and 

nuker was labelled Elementalist as it was the most general term. Leximancer also 

dismissed this label in favour of nuker. In both these cases, this change would seem 

to indicate that the classification of the data did not support the manually applied, 

more general term. Instead, the words that were generally associated with a subset of 

how to play as these particular professions (i.e. tank was one way to play as a Warrior 

and nuker was one way to play as an Elementalist) were more commonly associated 

with these professions as a whole than the name of the profession was. 

 

7.1.4 Theme 1: Monks 
 

The monks theme appeared to encompass many of concepts that were the focus of 

player interaction in Guild Wars. These concepts were monks, tank, group, invite, 

glf, rangers, nuker, farming, fow, henchies and healing. The healing concept 

referred to the most common activity that a Monk character was expected to carry out 

in a game. However, as mentioned above, in the high level parts of the game, Monk 

characters were also protectors, therefore it became necessary for a player to indicate 

whether they were a healing or protector Monk, and for groups looking for Monks to 

specify the same. This information explains the closeness of the concepts healing, 

group, glf and fow as Fissure of Woe was an area where the scarcity of healing 

Monks meant that many groups were looking for (i.e. “glf”) Monks for long periods 

of time. 

 

Areas in the game where groups were looking for healing Monks included the parts of 

the game where players engaged in farming, which referred to playing the same part 

of the game repeatedly in order to “farm” the gold and items that were available there. 

The concept called invite was also related to group formation, as it was the action that 
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players took to join a group (they invited themselves or were invited by someone in 

the group). Also in relation to group formation was the concept called henchies. 

When groups could not gather enough players, they began to consider whether a 

mission could be completed using the henchmen NPCs. As it was most often hardest 

to find a Monk to join the group, the interactions between players often centred 

around the effectiveness of the Monk henchmen, hence the inclusion of the henchies 

concept in the monks theme. All of these concepts related to the centrality of the 

Monk profession when forming a team in Guild Wars, so these concepts highlight the 

importance of the team formation guidelines mentioned in chapter 3 and the 

community issues relating to Monks in chapter 5.  

 

All of the other character professions appeared as concepts in this map, except for 

Mesmer. In particular, the concepts tanks (Warriors), rangers and nukers 

(Elementalists) all appeared as relying on Monks in order to play the game. The lack 

of a Mesmer concept appeared to indicate that the Mesmers were not strongly 

represented in player interactions and reinforces the perception that Mesmer was not a 

particularly popular profession to play. The ranked concept list showed that the 

professions appeared in the following order: monks, tanks, rangers and nukers 

which, without empirical data, probably reflects the popularity of these characters. 

Monks were the most relied-upon character. The ranking then demonstrated the three 

most popular characters to play in order of commonality. These three character classes 

appeared to be dependent on Monks in order to progress through the game. 

 

7.1.5 Theme 2: LFG 
 

The concepts that appear in the LFG theme were LFG, run, ppl, guild and 

necromancer. The two concepts most strongly associated with this theme were LFG 

and run. The large overlap between this theme and monk indicated that concepts 

within these two themes were very closely linked. The location of the concept run, 

which was on the border between monks and LFG further demonstrated the close 

link. The LFG concept was the single most frequently occurring concept in the data 

set, indicating that the most common player interaction in Guild Wars was players 

attempting to form groups to undertake aspects of the game. 
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Concepts that were also associated with looking for a group included when players 

specified the type of people they were looking for, as shown by the ppl concept. The 

appearance of the ppl concept in this theme may also explain the location of the guild 

concept, which initially appeared to be an unlikely inclusion. Players generally did not 

look for groups and guilds at the same time, as the need for a pick up group was often 

negated when players had an active and functional guild. However, specifying the 

particular types of players (or ppl) was often part of guild advertisements, indicating 

that the link between LFG and guild may lie through the concept of ppl. 

 

A concept relating to forming groups in Guild Wars was labelled as run by 

Leximancer. Exploring the context of run in the data set shows that this concept was 

generally about players quickly getting to an area within the game. Therefore, it 

included the concept of “running” as discussed in chapter 4, which was a high level 

player performing a service for lower level players. However, this concept also 

included the idea of a group of high level players carrying out a “run” to a desired 

goal, where all of the players were expected to participate equally. The focus of a run 

was on loot and gold, instead of achieving the stated purpose of that area of the game. 

Therefore, although “running” players and a “run” have similar purposes, the end 

result is different. 

 

The final concept that appeared in the LFG theme was labelled necromancers. 

Necromancer was the only profession that wasn’t part of the monks theme, which 

may reflect the fact that Necromancers are one of the few player professions that do 

not rely on Monks in order to progress through the game. Although a Necromancer 

could not heal anyone else, they were generally able to heal themselves well enough 

that they rarely needed help from a Monk. The necromancer was also the second 

lowest ranked profession-related concept that appears in the list, indicating that it 

appeared the least frequently in conversations between players (except for the 

Mesmer). Therefore, the Necromancer would appear to be somewhat of an outlier in 

terms of player professions – it did not have the same reliance on Monks that other 

characters did, and it was noticeably less popular than most of the other professions.   
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7.1.6 Themes 3 & 4: Mission & Bonus 
 

The mission and bonus themes were closely situated reflecting the fact that they are 

closely related in many players’ approach to the game. Each mission in the game also 

had a bonus associated with it, which was worth as much experience as the mission 

was (i.e. each was worth 1000 experience points). Therefore, many players would 

indicate that they were looking to complete the mission and the bonus when they 

advertised that they were looking for a group. These two themes appearing so close 

together probably indicated that players were making the most of the opportunities 

provided by the game designers to gather relatively easy experience points. 

 

The only concept in the bonus theme is bonus, which indicated that it is a relatively 

simply constructed theme. The mission theme, however, contained two other concepts 

in addition to mission: destinations and capping. Both of these were relatively lowly 

ranked concepts, indicating that they were probably only weakly joined to the theme. 

The strongest link the destinations theme had to any other was to the run concept in 

lfg. Therefore, this concept seemed to demonstrate the importance of running players 

to destinations associated with in-game missions. Finally, capping was a shorthand 

version of the word “capturing”, and referred to the practice of capturing elite skills 

from bosses in some of the missions in high level areas of the game. 

 

7.1.7 Themes 5 & 6: Play & Attacking 
 

The play and attacking themes were closely situated, as activities that counted as 

play in Guild Wars, or that were called play by members of the community, generally 

involved attacking opponents, either humans or NPCs. The concept called attacking 

is one of the more highly ranked concepts, demonstrating how frequently the word 

occurred during play situations, usually to keep team mates informed of a player’s 

actions. The appearance of the concept play and team within the same theme is 

reasonable, given that the word play and its variants appeared most frequently in team 

situations, such as “are we going to play” or “shut up and play”. The importance of 

team and play and information relating to players attacking opponents would appear 

to support the emphasis placed on information sharing in teams (chapter 5). 
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7.1.8 Themes 7 & 8: Trade-Related and Help 
 

The theme trade-related was manually named as it contained a number of issues 

related to buying and selling items. Initially, this concept was called buying, but it 

was not descriptive enough of the other concepts associated with it. Unlike other 

concepts, Leximancer did not re-code the name of this concept, indicating that it was 

a relatively weak concept. The weakness of the concept is confirmed by its ranking in 

the ranked concept list in Figures 5 and 6. Other concepts that appeared within the 

trade-related theme were gold and materials, which included dyes and other in-

game goods. These concepts effectively covered the spectrum of trade activities in 

Guild Wars. The location of this theme on the map indicated that it has a very weak 

connection with other foci of player interaction, such as missions and looking for 

groups. 

 

The theme labelled help was located fairly near to the trade-related theme, although 

not closely enough to indicate that they were tightly coupled. The second concept in 

help was join, which based on the text appeared to be about people joining in social 

or non-instrumental game play activities (such as the dance party described in chapter 

6). The help concept appeared to be about the willingness of players to offer their 

services to assist lower level characters. 

 

Therefore, even though the two concepts appeared to be almost un-related initially, 

analysis of the text that formed these concepts demonstrates that these concepts 

related to many of the activities, both instrumental and Free Play-related, which took 

place in the social hubs throughout the game. 

 

7.1.9 Discussion 
 

From this discussion of the Leximancer results, it can be seen that eight themes were 

identified in the concept analysis stage, which represent the nature of the interactions 

that took place between players in Guild Wars. Using the number of occurrences as an 

indicator of relevance of these themes to the population of players in general, the most 



 

 152

significant themes to consider are monks and LFG. One issue to note was that the 

data set was dominated by interactions relating to Monks and players looking for 

groups. Looking at the relative count of appearances of concepts shows a gap of 30% 

between monks and the next most frequent concept, tanks. This predominance is 

useful as it provides information about the overwhelming focus of players in Guild 

Wars, but it may also serve to obscure relationships between less highly ranked 

concepts.  

 

The concept analysis also drew a number of issues to light that weren’t explored in 

detail in the ethnographic studies. In particular, these issues were the concepts of 

farming and run, which both describe ways of getting economic value from the 

game. Both of these activities combine elements of player interactions in terms of 

money and acquiring/selling in-game goods in the Marketplace (chapter 4) and Team 

Work (chapter 5). Whether farming and run are issues that needs to be explored in 

terms of actively supporting or preventing them through game design is unclear, as 

these activities, when abused, can create imbalance in the player economy. When 

some players are undertaking these types of activities, without overly abusing the 

system, it helps to create a thriving player economy. Therefore, the issue of designing 

to support these activities is not necessarily a technical or design issue, it’s a decision 

that needs to be made by the developers of which activities they wish to support and 

encourage in the community, which is outside the scope of this thesis. Other design 

issues, such as exploring profession balance (as shown by the reliance on the Monk 

class) and how players use the communication channels to form effective teams are 

supported by the significance of the monks and LFG themes in the data set.  

 

7.2 Strengths and Weaknesses of Virtual Ethnography 
 

As the Leximancer analysis reported above has shown, the ethnographic studies 

carried out for this thesis resulted in a comprehensive and fairly representative picture 

of the interactions between players in Guild Wars. The analysis has also illuminated 

some strengths and weaknesses in using virtual ethnography that need to be explored 

further. 
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7.2.1 Strengths of Virtual Ethnography 
 

Using virtual ethnography was useful in that it provided insight into aspects of player 

behaviour in Guild Wars that might not have arisen if quantitative data collection 

methods had been used. In addition, the role of an ethnographer as part of the 

community that was under observation proved to be useful in allowing a deeper 

exploration of situations in the game than might not have been possible if other 

observational methods had been followed. One of the main benefits of using virtual 

ethnography in this form was the data collection methods that surrounded the 

observations. When possible, automatic data collection methods were used, which 

allowed for accurate recall of events in situ. The problem of accurate recall, especially 

when there is only one ethnographer in the field, has been identified as a major 

concern of the fieldwork portion of ethnography (McNeill & Chapman, 2005). The 

combination of ethnographic observations and data that has been collected in a form 

that allows for other forms of analysis (such as concept mapping) has proven to be an 

effective approach. Many virtual environments and games provide options for 

automatic data capture of information such as combat logs and interaction transcripts 

(Humphreys, 2005b), thus allowing virtual ethnography to be as rigorous as other 

forms of player observations. 

 

Using a qualitative and participative method, such as the one that has been employed 

in this thesis, has provided access to information that has not been possible through 

other more quantitative methods. For instance, Yee (2007b) has been able to access 

information about player motivations for engaging in MMORPGs, but he has not been 

able to describe player activities in-game. Also, Ducheneaut et al (2006) have been 

able to provide empirical data about player activities such as how long on average 

someone spends on line and the average number of players at different levels, but they 

have not explored player interactions in the Marketplace or the dynamics of Team 

Work in MMORPGs. Although a long term ethnographic study might not provide the 

breadth of coverage that other, more quantitative forms of data analysis would, the 

studies described in this thesis have filled in the gaps left by current research in the 

area, in particular in describing the behaviour of players in the game’s Marketplace 

and Team Work arenas. 
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7.2.2 Weaknesses of Virtual Ethnography 
 

The main weakness of using virtual ethnography the way it has been followed in this 

thesis is that it was not possible to make quantifiable claims about the nature of the 

players involved in the game. There were no demographics available to indicate who 

was generally responsible for the different types of behaviour that were observed in 

this study. Without specifically asking players that were under observation for more 

information (which they could lie about, as I had no way of verifying their claims), it 

was difficult to determine how much of the behaviour that was observed was real and 

how much was role-play. However, it is my belief that this demarcation is 

unimportant. Whether people are play-acting or simply playing, they spend their time 

in-game in order to play, whatever that means to them. Therefore, knowing exactly 

who was behind the character on-screen or what their motivation was for being there 

are not the issues that are of most concern. The issue that most needs attention is 

whether the actions and behaviour that this person engaged in, through their avatar, 

were supported by effective game design. This principle has been the main driving 

factor behind the studies carried out for this thesis. 

 

I also noted the pre-conceptions that players would form of other players. I also made 

some unconscious judgements about other players, and in some cases found out that I 

was wrong. However, it was difficult to determine without physical contact with 

players what pre-conceptions I was forming, let alone when I was wrong. For 

instance, at the start of one mission (NB3-4), a Warrior indicated that he (the gender 

of his character) would like to let his five year old son take control of the character for 

awhile. The Warrior assured the team that his son was capable and we would have no 

problems playing with him. The team was generally not in favour of it, although 

eventually they acquiesced. The Warrior’s attempts to reassure the team, his courtesy 

in providing the information and desire to give his son a chance to play made me 

believe that the Warrior was being controlled by a woman. Shortly afterwards, when 

the son had played for five minutes and given control back to the original player, I 

discovered that the Warrior was played by a man. Although it is a minor incident, the 

nature of virtual ethnography means that it was difficult to determine how many other 
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judgements that were made about players were not founded on their reality, but on 

mine. 

 

Finally, a claim that is frequently made about ethnographic studies is that the results 

are difficult to generalise (Wolcott, 1995), although this claim is just as frequently 

rejected by ethnographers (Wolcott, 1995). The criticism of ethnography is that the 

observations are specific to the situation, as are the description of the results. It is 

necessary to acknowledge that certain aspects of the observations that were 

undertaken as part of this study will be difficult to generalise to other games. Guild 

Wars has some features that are not included in any other MMORPG, such as the 

separation of social hub and game play area throughout the game. Indeed, some of 

results or design issues identified in chapters 4 - 6 cannot be generalised without 

change to other games. If game design theory was applied without thought or 

creativity all the time, all games would be the same, which cannot possibly considered 

a desirable outcome. Guild Wars has other characteristics, such as the interactions 

between classes, formation of teams and interactions within teams, which will 

generalise to other MMORPGs, as the game mechanics are similar in many respects. 

 

7.3 Observer as Avatar: Reflections on my Role 
 

One fundamental aspect of any ethnographic study, in particular in a study such as 

this where the line between observer and participant is arbitrary at best, is mastering 

the art of reflexivity, or reflecting on my role as ethnographer. After carrying out the 

ethnographic study in Guild Wars, there were a number of things that became 

apparent about my ability as a player, my role as a member of the community and a 

researcher of that community, which it behoves me to mention. 

 

As a player, researching this community has made me aware of levels of meaning in 

the game that I had not previously been aware of. I have mentioned that I observed 

several interactions between players about the best way to play some of the different 

professions, conversations which I have since used to improve my own practice in the 

game. I would not have encountered this advice, and therefore probably would not be 

nearly as good at the game as I consider myself to be, had I not been engaged in 
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researching the game and the way that players use it. I know more about the skills that 

are available to each profession, the best way to use these skills and how the different 

character professions fit into a team than I would have otherwise discovered during 

this period of playing the game. Therefore, I count myself a better player in a game 

that I love, and a better member of a guild that I am proud to belong to, directly as a 

result of carrying out this study. 

 

In terms of my participation as a member of the wider community of Guild Wars, 

there were a number of other issues that this study has illuminated for me. One issue 

to note is that even when I tried not to, I made assumptions about other players and 

their intentions. In some cases my assumptions about what was occurring were proven 

wrong and I have made no attempt to hide it when I have made incorrect assumptions. 

I have taken this approach as I think it helped to show how the game mechanics can 

influence or restrict player behaviour, which is an issue that has been addressed 

throughout this thesis. On other occasions, my background and familiarity with 

common game mechanics and gamers have meant that I have engaged in interactions 

with other players solely as a participant (not an observer) and have then had to work 

to abstract the information to a scholarly level. It can be seen in my contributions to 

dialogue, even when I was recording play and therefore at least partially aware that I 

would analyse the information later, that I have spoken informally and occasionally 

even crudely, interacting with other players using the common phrases in the game. 

Coding and analysing this data at a later date has made me aware of how much I have 

come to regard myself as part of the community, even as I worked to understand the 

rules governing interactions between its members. 

 

Finally, as with any deeply personal topic of research, I have learned something about 

myself, which I only discovered towards the end of my studies. I was discussing my 

thesis with colleagues, who asked for more information about how I had adapted the 

idea of participant observation for large, virtual, public spaces. They asked me if I had 

stood in the middle of a virtual town and announced that I was doing an ethnographic 

study and would anyone like to participate. Horrified, I immediately refuted this idea 

by stating that I would never say that in the public channel. My colleagues were 

intrigued and began to dig deeper into this reaction. It turned out that I was not 
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comfortable speaking in the public spaces of an online game, even with the anonymity 

of being represented behind an avatar. 

 

The reasons for this reaction are many, including that I felt that advertising the 

ethnography in a public space would introduce the idea that I was from outside the 

community, when part of the strength of the approach I was taking was that I was 

already relatively familiar with aspects of the community. A second and more 

personal reason was that I felt ill-equipped to actively participate in the large public 

spaces. One colleague proposed that I did not feel that I had mastered the type of 

performance required by the game and therefore I would not participate openly until I 

felt that I had. This reluctance to participate openly in the community affected the 

approach I used in this thesis, but I do not believe that it has had a negative effect. I 

have used an approach that allowed me to observe other players’ behaviours, without 

causing me distress every time I entered the game. 

 

7.4 Evaluating the Ethnography of Guild Wars 
 

The six issues mentioned in the methodology (chapter 3) for addressing the quality of 

an ethnographic study, as demonstrated by Duncan (2004), were: 

 

• Study boundaries 

• Instrumental Utility 

• Construct Validity 

• External Validity 

• Reliability and  

• Ensuring a scholarly account 

 

Although Duncan (2004) used these six issues to establish the quality of an 

autoethnography, as opposed to the ethnographic study undertaken for this thesis, 

these six issues provide adequate coverage of some of the concerns that are often 

raised about ethnography and so will be used to evaluate this study. The following 

discussion will show that I have taken care to establish the quality of the study that 

was undertaken for this thesis.  
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7.4.1 Study Boundaries: Time, Location and Point of View 
 

According to Duncan (2004), the study boundaries need to be delineated in order to 

ensure that the reporting of the study remains within that scope. Duncan identifies 

four boundaries, three of which are relevant to this study: time, location and point of 

view. The aim of describing the study boundaries is to demonstrate the 

appropriateness of using ethnography to explore this situation. It also helps to 

crystallise the group that was under observation. 

 

As identified in chapter 3, the observations for this study took place between August 

2005 and May 2007, a period of 22 months. During this time, the company that 

created Guild Wars, ArenaNet, created two expansions to the game called Guild 

Wars: Factions and Guild Wars: Nightfall, neither of which was included in this 

study, as to do so would involve a constantly changing boundary. The location for this 

study was therefore the “original” part of Guild Wars, which came to be known as 

Prophecies after the expansions were released. The formal definition of the game 

space was provided by applying Aarseth et al’s (2003) dimensions of Ludology to 

Guild Wars. 

 

The time period covered the availability of the game from shortly after its release 

(approximately 2 months) until well into its lifespan, when many of the original 

players had access to other content associated with the game. During this period, 

ArenaNet and the publisher of Guild Wars, NCSoft, advertised that Guild Wars had 

over three million players, indicating that the population under observation was large 

(NCSoft, 2006). Finally, the study was observed from the point of view of an active, 

but still relatively new member of the community with an academic background in 

game design. This viewpoint was the most appropriate as it allowed the exploration of 

game design issues by someone who was familiar with the intricacies of how the 

game was used. 
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7.4.2 Instrumental Utility 
 

Instrumental utility helps to avoid one of the criticisms of ethnography (i.e. that it 

only serves the purpose of those directly involved) by showing how the process can 

be useful to others with similar concerns (Duncan, 2004). Eisner (1991) stated that the 

utility of a qualitative study can be assessed based on three things: comprehension, 

anticipation and acting as a guide. Comprehension is the ability of the study to help a 

reader understand a situation that they are otherwise unfamiliar with, an area that is 

possibly enigmatic or confusing. Anticipation addresses the question of whether the 

study helps the reader anticipate some future possibility or scenario. The final criteria, 

acting as a guide, evaluates the ability of the study to highlight underlying or 

influential aspects of a situation that might otherwise go unnoticed. 

 

The purpose of this study was to provide details of player behaviour for use by game 

designers and other researchers on MMORPGs. By exploring player interactions in 

social and game play areas of Guild Wars, and extrapolating to design issues, the case 

has been made about how to support these interactions in future MMORPGs, not just 

Guild Wars. Finally, this research has highlighted underlying dependencies in the 

game, such as the strong reliance on Monks, which might have otherwise gone 

unnoticed. 

 

7.4.3 Construct Validity 
 

Construct validity refers to the issue of determining whether the concepts that were 

generated as a result of the study were valid. The question to answer is: were these 

concepts truly the focus of the study and have they been labelled correctly? Yin 

(1989) suggests three measures for determining construct validity for case studies: 

external review by a member of the group under observation, multiple sources of 

evidence and ensuring a chain of evidence. External review suggests that the 

concepts, once written to an acceptable draft stage, be evaluated by a member of the 

community that was under observation to check how representative they are of that 

member’s experience. Secondly, the issue of multiple sources suggests that where 

possible, as many sources of evidence need to be used to compile the results. Finally, 
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the idea of a chain of evidence suggests that repeatable measures involving the data be 

adopted, such as cataloguing, recording and developing the themes or concepts in a 

way which allows others to retrace the same steps. 

 

In the research that was undertaken for this thesis, the concepts were drawn from the 

data, rather than a pre-determined forcing of concepts. This process was ensured by 

the use of grounded theory (Glaser, 1998; Carmaz & Mitchell, 2001) to form the three 

foci: the Marketplace, Team Work and Free Play. This process meets Yin’s third 

requirement of ensuring a chain of evidence. Although most of the evidence that was 

used in this thesis is derived from my observations in Guild Wars, other sources 

supporting the community have been used, such as forums, websites, game wikis and 

game manuals. Finally, drafts of the interactions described in chapters 4 - 6 were 

reviewed by members of my guild and other players to verify that they are 

representative of their experiences within the game, even if the reviewers did not 

experience exactly the same events. 

 

7.4.4 External Validity 
 

External validity is the degree to which themes and concepts that arose from this 

study would be true for other people in other similar situations. As has already been 

discussed in section 7.2.2, the question of external validity was carefully addressed in 

the key design issues identified in each ethnographic focus. To recap, external validity 

was achieved by removing, where possible, elements that were specific to Guild 

Wars, from the design issues highlighted by the observations in game. Some of the 

specific elements that have been generalised include removing specific spells, and 

discussing instead the general capabilities of different professions, which will 

generalise to other MMORPGs. Other issues, such as recommendations relating to 

team communication and dynamics have been stripped of Guild Wars-specific game 

mechanics, making them valid for other situations. 
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7.4.5 Reliability 
 

Duncan (2004) and Yin (1989) suggest that ensuring the reliability of an ethnographic 

study can be done by establishing and then following a protocol that would allow 

another researcher to follow the same procedures. Although the results generated by 

another person may not be exactly the same, being transparent about the procedures 

that were undertaken helps to ensure that the results can be considered valid and 

achievable by others with similar concerns. As every qualitative study differs in some 

way, there is no specific right or wrong way to go about capturing data. All that is 

necessary is to ensure that the method is clear and replicable. The ethnographic 

method that was used for this thesis followed generally in the footsteps of previous 

virtual ethnographies carried out in games by Steinkuehler (2005) and Humphreys 

(2005b), helping to further establish a pattern of gathering information regarding 

game players. 

 

7.4.6 Ensuring a Scholarly Account 
 

The final criteria for judging the quality of an ethnographic study according to 

Duncan (2004) is to ensure that the narrative of events and concepts that were 

observed is a scholarly one. In particular, one way to ensure that the narrative stands 

on its own is by not resorting to emotive or manipulative tactics to create a response 

in the reader, in order to avoid engaging in a deeper reflection (whether consciously or 

not). I have attempted to ensure that the narrative of events within the game is 

scholarly by grounding it in the evidence as much as possible, by using the words of 

the players rather than paraphrasing or interpreting for them. The scholarliness of this 

account has also been ensured by the multiple sources of evidence and having the 

draft narratives reviewed by members of the community, which are aspects of the 

other measures of quality. 

 

7.5 Discussion 
 

The purpose of this chapter was to evaluate the method undertaken for this thesis and 

explore other perspectives on the data, to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of 
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ethnography for this research question. Two different approaches were utilised to 

explore this issue. The first was to make use of the conceptual analysis program 

Leximancer to attempt to evaluate the meaning that arose from the same data set. The 

second approach was to undertake a formal evaluation of the procedures of the 

ethnographic study. These steps combine to provide perspective on both the data that 

was gathered and the method that was undertaken. The result is a reasonably 

comprehensive look at the quality of the process and the conclusions that were drawn 

as a result. 

 

Although possible flaws were identified in the process (such as the lack of 

demographic data or quantifiable claims), the Leximancer analysis of the data set 

returned similar concepts as those that were previously explored. Although the use of 

Leximancer was not intended to be as a tool of validation, the concepts that arose 

from the analysis provided further evidence of the importance of careful game design 

to support the range of player interactions in games. 

 

Finally, the thorough evaluation of the ethnographic process must alleviate some 

concerns about the quality of the process undertaken and the reliability of the results. 

By demonstrating that this process has gained access to data which has been gathered 

and evaluated following a careful and repeatable process, and which can be adapted to 

other games, it can be seen that ethnography is a powerful tool to aid in understanding 

player behaviour in MMORPGs. 
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Chapter 8 

 

Player Types and Behaviour in Guild Wars 
 

8.1 Chapter Overview 
 

One of the main aims of this thesis is to explore how players make use of game 

elements in MMORPGs for both free and instrumental play. One element of game 

design that needs further attention is game balancing, which includes balancing the 

elements of the game that attract different types of players. Bartle (1996; 2004) argues 

that his taxonomy of players is a good foundation for game designers to determine 

what sorts of players they want to attract and what game elements need to exist in 

order to keep them. This chapter reports an evaluation of Bartle’s taxonomy with 

respect to its completeness and validity in Guild Wars. In order to determine the 

usefulness of Bartle’s taxonomy, the following research question was explored: 

 

RQ1: What correspondences are there, if any, between player behaviour (chapters 4 - 

6) and Bartle’s taxonomy of player types? 

 

The main recommendation that is drawn from answering this research question is that 

any discussion of player types, such as Bartle’s taxonomy (1996), needs to 

incorporate the importance of Team Work in MMORPGs. 

 

8.2 Method 
 

The approach that was used in this study was to perform a qualitative comparison 

between the evidence used to form Bartle’s taxonomy of player types and the player 

behaviour described in this thesis within the context of the player professions in Guild 

Wars. 
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The evidence used for the study described in this chapter was drawn from two 

different sources. The first was the evidence used by Bartle to create a taxonomy of 

player types, which describes four types of game players, based on Bartle’s 

discussions with players of a Multi-User Dungeon (MUD) (Bartle, 1996). The four 

types of players were categorised as Achiever, Explorer, Killer and Socialiser. The 

player types were categorised along two axes: the type of action the player takes 

(indicating whether they act on or interact with an object) and the focus of the player’s 

attention (which can be other players or the game world). Players who act on other 

players are called Killers and players who act on the world are Achievers. Players 

who interact with other players are Socialisers and players who interact with the world 

are Explorers. 

 

The second source of evidence is the observations that form the majority of this thesis 

(described in chapters 4 – 6). The data provided evidence for three types of social play 

in MMORPGs, which were in the Marketplace, in Team Work situations and in the 

Free Play that occurred alongside these two forms of instrumental play. The 

Marketplace described the ways that players use the game communication channels to 

engage in instrumental activities such as trade, guild advertising and profession 

discussions. Team Work described the behaviour of players in relation to team 

situations, where players assign roles and responsibilities, and have developed a 

complex language to describe these roles. Free Play describes the social activities that 

players engage in, where the play has no rules. 

 

8.3 Player Behaviour and Player Types 
 

Before exploring the research question about similarities and differences between the 

player behaviour described in previous chapters and Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of 

player types, it is useful to determine how well suited Bartle’s taxonomy is to the 

player professions in Guild Wars. This section will begin with a brief look at the 

situations where players might demonstrate characteristics of each of Bartle’s player 

types in Guild Wars, then explores similarities and differences between Bartle’s 

player types and the behaviour described in this thesis. 
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8.3.1 Player Types in Guild Wars 
 

According to Bartle (1996), Achievers are players who set themselves game-related 

goals and spend most of their time playing the game focused on achieving them. 

Game-related goals can be either about completing the game content, accumulating 

the most items or loot or some other way that provides the player with status in-game 

(status in a game is very different depending on the game mechanics and what the 

player community places value on). In Guild Wars, these characteristics are likely to 

be exhibited by players in PvP or in the very high level parts of the game, which 

require mastery of game skills and the best armour, such as Fissure of Woe or the 

Underworld. All professions in Guild Wars require these characteristics to a greater or 

lesser degree, so players in each of these professions would be able to demonstrate the 

characteristics of Achievers. 

 

In contrast to Achievers, according to Bartle (1996), Explorers are focused on 

exploring the game world, both in terms of charting its topology and the intricacies of 

the game’s mechanics, such as how a profession’s skills work most effectively 

together. In Guild Wars, these characteristics are likely to be exhibited in situations 

such as PvP or providing services to players such as running them through difficult 

sections of the game using the safest routes or selling items that are rare and difficult 

to find. Few professions require these characteristics in order to play well. It is 

possible to play in the PvP arenas without understanding the best combination of 

skills and many players do not need to know the entire game map, only the players 

who wish to offer services to other players. Some professions, such as Elementalist 

and Monk do not possess the strength, armour or speed to run players through, so they 

are less likely to be Explorers than other, stronger classes, such as the Warrior and the 

Ranger. 

 

The third type of player in Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy is the Killer, who focuses on 

imposing or disrupting other players. In Guild Wars, these characteristics of play are 

most likely to be exhibited in PvP situations and indirectly, in PvE situations. The 

only time players can directly interfere with other players is in the PvP arenas, where 

players are able to kill other players, which is not necessarily engaging in disruption 
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of play. However, if a player focuses on one opponent to the exclusion of all other 

players, deliberately trying to interrupt their experience, this may be classed as 

“killing” in Bartle’s terminology. To a greater or lesser extent, all character 

professions are able to engage in this type of interference. Players are also indirectly 

able to interrupt the experience of other players in the PvE parts of the game by 

refusing to participate in the team, such as when a Monk refuses to heal other 

members of a team. Other stronger professions, such as the Warrior, refusing to 

protect weaker team members can also disrupt the player’s experience. Only a few of 

the professions, such as Monk and Warrior would be able to engage in this type of 

indirect killing. 

 

The final type of player in Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of players is the Socialiser, who 

focuses on other players, but interacts with them instead of acting on them, as the 

Killer does. The main interest of the Socialiser is talking to other players, perhaps 

role-playing as their character, and making the most use of the game’s communication 

facilities. The type of play that characterises the Socialiser would most frequently be 

seen in the social hubs of Guild Wars, and could be displayed by any of the character 

professions, as it is generally independent of game play. 

 

It appears that some player types in Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy suit all of the 

professions in Guild Wars, but the player types are not fine grained enough to 

distinguish motivations for play between the different professions. From this 

discussion of Bartle’s (1996) player types, it can be seen that there is not a large 

difference between the Achiever and Explorer player types in terms of play styles in 

Guild Wars, while Killers and Socialisers are very different. Given that Bartle’s 

taxonomy is not a complete description of play as it appears in Guild Wars, it can be 

assumed that there will not be a complete mapping of the player behaviour that was 

observed (as described in chapters 4 – 6) and the player types. Nonetheless, exploring 

overlap between these two descriptions of player behaviour provides a basis for 

exploring whether Bartle’s taxonomy can be used as a design tool for supporting 

player behaviour in Guild Wars. 
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8.3.2 Player Types in the Marketplace 
 

There was a significant difference between the Marketplace interactions described in 

this thesis and all four of Bartle’s player types. The game mechanics supporting in-

game trade and guilds were not a part of online games when Bartle first identified the 

four player types, so there has been no indication made of how these player types 

would behave in these types of situations. It is possible to extrapolate the behaviour of 

the player types in these situations. Socialisers are the most likely to look for guild 

membership and to be guild members who are actively recruiting new members, as 

these activities focus on interaction with other players. 

 

Achievers are likely to belong to a guild, as the PvP competitions that are only 

accessible to guilds are the best way of demonstrating mastery of the game, and they 

may be interested in recruiting members who are as skilled in the game as they are. 

Achievers are therefore only likely to belong to guilds that are focused on competition 

and mastery of the game, rather than social interaction. Conversely, Killers are the 

least likely to belong to a guild or to be a guild member advertising that a guild is 

recruiting, given their focus on imposition on other players instead of interaction, 

which a guild is designed to support. Finally, Explorers are almost as unlikely to 

belong to guilds as Killers are, as guilds are focused on players or mastery of skills, 

instead of the environment. 

 

Trading of game items is an activity that all player types probably engage in to some 

extent. Killers, Achievers and Explorers are all focused on excelling in the game, for 

different reasons, a focus which can be supported by acquiring the best armour and 

weapons, possibly through trade with other players. Explorers are the players most 

likely to have rare and unusual items for sale, which they have discovered in little 

known parts of the game. Achievers and Killers are most likely to buy items from 

other players to maximise their ability to play the game. Finally, Socialisers may also 

engage in trade with other players as it is a means for initiating the interactions which 

are the Socialiser’s primary focus. 
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It is possible to return to evidence provided by Bartle to evaluate the approach of each 

player type in situations which offer players the chance to engage in information 

sharing. Socialisers spend a large part of their time helping other players by providing 

information about the game. Players were observed in Guild Wars discussing 

professions and sharing information about how to achieve game objectives and find 

NPCs within the game world, which are activities that Socialisers would undertake. 

 

There were very few similarities observed between the Killer player type and players 

who engaged in information sharing, which was expected. In Bartle’s taxonomy, the 

Killer and Socialiser player types are considered to be opposite ends of the scale. 

Therefore, the similarities between the Socialiser type and the players who were 

observed engaging in information sharing would indicate that there were no 

similarities between this type of behaviour in Guild Wars and the behaviour of the 

Killer player type. 

 

There were also some similarities between the Achiever and Explorer player types in 

terms of the information sharing practices they engaged in throughout the game. 

Generally, both Achievers and Explorers, using the evidence provided by Bartle for 

these player types, would engage in the profession-related conversations and possibly 

information sharing about the game in general. These conversations provided both 

Explorers and Achievers opportunities to display their knowledge of game locations 

(desirable to Explorers) and mechanics or professions (desirable to Achievers). 

 

8.3.3 Player Types in Team Work Situations 
 

Team Work situations were one type of play from which all four player types would 

benefit and would probably engage in to some extent. Initially, role negotiation 

appeared to contradict the solitary nature of the behaviour associated with most of 

these player types. For instance, the only player type that would actively interact with 

other players is the Socialiser, according to Bartle’s taxonomy. However, most 

MMORPGs require significant forms of team negotiation, that is, interacting with 

other players in order to achieve a game-play related goal. Therefore, if Bartle’s 

taxonomy is to still be useful, it is necessary to consider how these player types might 

participate in teams. 
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First, it was unlikely that the Killers would be interested in negotiating their role or 

responsibilities in order to participate in teams, given their preference of imposing on 

rather than interacting with other players. However, it was possible that Killers may 

find Team Work situations the perfect opportunity to impose their will on other 

players. They are able to force others to play the way they want and could make the 

team ineffective or introduce conflict if they wanted, thus disrupting the experience of 

other players. 

 

It was difficult to determine how, if at all, Socialisers would participate in Team Work 

as Bartle provided no evidence in his taxonomy for their participation in game-play. 

Given the focus of Socialisers on finding and interacting with people in-game who 

they regard as interesting, it is possible to make some suppositions. Assuming that 

Socialisers would like to have access to most of the game in order to find the best 

location to interact with people, it is possible to assume that they will play the game 

and attempt to play it well, as playing well might help them to begin new friendships, 

meet new people and discover new social areas within the game. Therefore, many of 

the aspects of Team Work would appear to be behaviour that Socialisers might engage 

in. Team Work may in fact provide some satisfying interactions for Socialisers. 

 

Finally, the behaviour of both Achievers and Explorers in a team situation wasn’t 

alluded to at all in Bartle’s taxonomy. The focus on the world of these player types 

would indicate that Team Work was not an aspect of the behaviour of either type. 

However, the need to function in a team in most MMORPGs, including Guild Wars, 

would indicate that even the most solitary Achiever or Explorer would have to engage 

in team negotiation. Therefore, as with the Socialiser player type, it was necessary to 

make some assumptions about how these players would engage in the types of 

behaviour shown in Team Work. Aspects of Team Work would be a necessary part of 

the play experience for Achievers, as they would allow the Achiever to progress 

quickly through the game. 

 

Teams that engaged in negotiation of roles and responsibilities in order to be effective 

would also be of benefit to an Explorer, as a well-formed team that was willing to 

investigate the world would allow the Explorer to discover aspects of the game that 
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they may not have been able to discover on their own. However, it was unlikely that 

there would be many teams willing to investigate the world (unless it was a team of 

Explorers), so Team Work would be advantageous, but probably not necessary, to an 

Explorer. 

 

8.3.4 Player Types in Free Play 
 

The strict regulation on PvP means that Killers in Guild Wars were forced to find 

other ways to disrupt the experience of other players, which they may have done in 

social situations. It was observed that there were players who would be categorised as 

Killers in the social hubs, as they were disrupting the experience of some players by 

engaging in play as power, that is, teasing or mocking other players. Players who were 

acting as “Killers” towards one group of players would be pleasant and friendly to 

other players, who would then join them in teasing the first group. This behaviour 

seemed to indicate that Killers were not as solitary as indicated by Bartle, but instead 

used griefing as a form of social interaction. The other types of Free Play, such as 

frivolous and imaginary play, generally weren’t observed in association with players 

who were displaying the behaviour of the Killer player type. 

 

The concept of Socialisers engaging in the Free Play, as afforded by the game 

environment, was not mentioned in Bartle’s evidence for Socialisers, although it 

would seem to be a good match. Socialisers would be the ones most likely to make the 

most of the chat channels and character emotes of the game, which allowed them to 

engage in Free Play that was light hearted and involved make believe or nonsense 

play. Conversely, the antagonistic aspects that were seen in play as power were the 

opposite of the behaviour displayed by the Socialiser player type. Therefore, between 

the Killer and Socialiser player types, all of the aspects of Free Play behaviour were 

displayed in game. 

 

Achievers and Explorers would not display many (if any) of the types of behaviour 

associated with Free Play. Given the focus of these types of players on the game 

world rather than other players, the lack of Free Play by these player types makes 

sense. The Achievers and Explorers were unlikely to be interested enough in the 
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activities of other players to engage in any of the types of play. Therefore, Free Play 

behaviour was unlikely to be displayed by either of these player types.  

 

8.3.5 Summary 
 

Following is a summary of the similarities and differences between Bartle’s taxonomy 

of player types and the player behaviour as described in previous chapters of this 

thesis. 

 

Table 2 Comparison of Observed Behaviour and Player Types 

Behaviour Player Type Similarities/Overlap Differences 

Achiever 
Interested in providing  
knowledge and receiving it 
from other players 

Some interest in trade and 
only specific types of 
guilds 

Explorer Some interest in providing 
knowledge to other players 

Limited interest in trade 
and guilds 

Socialiser 
Focus on helping other 
players, by providing 
information 

Strong interest in guilds 
and some interest in trade 

Marketplace (MP) 

Killer 
No interest in sharing 
information with other 
players 

Some interest in trade and 
no interest in guilds 

Achiever TW can be necessary for 
Achievers 

TW not alluded to in 
Achiever type 

Explorer TW can be advantageous 
for Explorers 

TW not alluded to in 
Explorer type  

Socialiser TW can provide a 
satisfying social encounter 

Socialiser doesn’t typically 
incorporate game-play 

Team Work (TW) 

Killer Can cause conflict in a 
team to disrupt others 

Functional teams not 
alluded to in Killer type 

Achiever FP is not relevant for 
Achievers 

FP is not relevant for 
Achievers 

Explorer FP is not relevant for 
Explorers 

FP is not relevant for 
Explorers 

Socialiser 
FP is another way of 
interacting with other 
players, without rules 

FP not mentioned in 
Socialiser type 

Free Play (FP) 

Killer FP can be used as an outlet 
for griefing 

Killer doesn’t typically 
incorporate a social aspect 

 
 

From the analysis above, it appears that the Achiever and Explorer player types were 

very similar when examined in light of the behaviour described in chapters 4 to 6. 

Achievers and Explorers both used and tolerated Marketplace interactions, although 

they were probably not particularly interested in them. The difference between the 

two types is more apparent when examining the information sharing practices of the 
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two player types. Achievers might engage in information sharing practices with other 

players, to demonstrate their mastery of the game, but Explorers were unlikely to, 

unless they encountered someone who had more knowledge of the game than they 

did. Although it was not specifically mentioned in Bartle’s description of the player 

types, Team Work was necessary for players that were Achievers. Teams had to work 

together effectively in order to accomplish their goals, and the Achiever generally 

required an effective team in order to reach the higher levels of the game. Even 

though Team Work was advantageous to an Explorer, who needed to have a high 

level character in order to safely navigate the far parts of the game, it was not 

necessary.  

 

The main differences between player types were apparent when examining the 

differences between the Socialiser and Killer player types. Socialisers and Killers 

responded differently to both Marketplace interactions and Free Play, as would be 

expected, considering they were on opposite ends of the scale in regards to their 

involvement with other players. They were also on the opposite ends of Team Work, 

with the Socialiser more likely to engage in negotiation over roles and teaching new 

players how to make use of the game mechanics, and the Killer was more likely to 

engage in behaviour that resulted in conflict in a team situation. 

 

There were no strong similarities between Killer and Achiever or Killer and Explorer. 

There were also no strong similarities between Socialiser and Achiever or Socialiser 

and Explorer, which would seem to imply that comparisons would best be made along 

the player versus world axis. That is, the social behaviour seemed to be similar for the 

Achievers and Explorers who act on and interact with the world, respectively. 

Although there were differences between Killers and Socialisers, their use of the 

social channels appeared to be more similar to each other than it was to players whose 

focus was the world. Given the focus on social behaviour of this thesis, this 

conclusion makes sense. However, the game play that is available within MMORPGs 

such as Guild Wars is becoming increasingly more socially-focused, so it is necessary 

to consider how less socially inclined players (such as Achievers and Explorers) 

interact with other players. It would appear that the most common way that they 

interact with other players is through Team Work, which indicates the necessity of 
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incorporating a Team Work aspect to each type of player in Bartle’s taxonomy of 

players. 

 

8.4 Discussion 
 

The study described in this chapter was undertaken with the aim of determining 

whether Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy provides a reasonable approach for balancing game 

mechanics. Based on the study presented in this chapter, the conclusion that can be 

reached is that Bartle’s description of the Socialiser and Killer types is useful as a way 

of looking at the social behaviour of these two types of players in Guild Wars, but not 

as useful for the Explorer and Achiever player types. The focus on the world shown 

by the Explorer and Achiever types does not hold as strongly in many current 

MMORPGs, where even players who are more interested in the environment need to 

interact with other players in order to progress through the game. This conclusion 

would seem to indicate that Bartle’s taxonomy of player types would not be useful for 

its stated purpose – that is, a tool for balancing player types and ensuring fair game 

play – in Guild Wars. Thus, there would appear to be a need to explore other ways of 

balancing player professions, or further expanding Bartle’s taxonomy to incorporate 

aspects of player behaviour that are relevant to Guild Wars. 

 

From the observations of players in Guild Wars, it appears that players who would be 

Killers if the game mechanics allowed it have found other ways to interrupt the 

experience of the players around them. The evidence seems to indicate that players 

who are inclined towards grief play will find a way to engage in this type of play, 

regardless of the game mechanics. However, there are a number of other issues that 

need to be taken into account, such as other ways of interpreting the data that was 

used for this study and the implications of this study for game design issues such as 

balancing player professions. 

 

It was noted that Bartle’s taxonomy did not describe Team Work as a type of 

behaviour for the Achiever and Explorer player types. Although it was identified in 

this chapter that team work is either necessary (Achiever) or advantageous (Explorer), 

Bartle described no element of Team Work in these player types, which seems an 



 

 174

oversight until it becomes apparent that Team Work is not mentioned in any of the 

player types. The most obvious explanations for the lack of discussion of Team Work 

in Bartle’s taxonomy is that Team Work was not a prominent aspect of the MUD that 

was the focus of his study. The lack of Team Work could have been by design or an 

artefact of the available communication technology in 1996. However, with the 

changes in game design and technology that have occurred since then, it is noticeable 

that Team Work now plays a significant part in many MMORPGs, and must therefore 

be considered. 

 

The purpose of the study undertaken for this chapter was to situate the ethnographic 

studies described in chapters 4 - 6 in the context of Bartle’s taxonomy of player types, 

one of the more well known descriptions of player behaviour in MMORPGs. In 

particular, the research question that shaped the purpose of this study was: 

 

RQ1: What correspondences are there, if any, between player behaviour (chapters 4 - 

6) and Bartle’s player types? 

 

As a prelude to answering this question, Bartle’s player types were mapped onto the 

player professions in Guild Wars with limited success. Some of the results of note 

were that player types such as Warriors and Ranger appeared to be the most likely to 

be played by Explorers, and Killers were most likely to be played by Warriors and 

Monks.  

 

The results of exploring player behaviour and Bartle’s player types in order to provide 

an answer to the research question demonstrated that there was some overlap between 

the player behaviour described in this thesis (i.e. some areas of Marketplace 

interactions and Free Play), but that the lack of explicit information about Team Work 

in Bartle’s taxonomy was a significant gap that needed to be filled. It was noted that 

Killers were likely to engage in behaviour that contributed to conflict in teams, and 

that Socialisers, Explorers and Achievers might all engage in other aspects of team 

behaviour, although for very different reasons. 

 

Currently, the player types as described in Bartle’s taxonomy generally focus on solo 

play, which is insufficient for a complete description, even when the player’s focus is 
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on the world. The nature of game play that exists in many MMORPGs requires the 

player to engage other players in a team, in order to achieve many of the game play 

goals and missions. Therefore, in order to understand the player types in MMORPGs 

such as Guild Wars there must be an understanding of Team Work. This study has 

shown that there is a need for an additional dimension to Bartle’s taxonomy, which is 

the inclusion of team behaviour. 
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Chapter 9 

 

General Discussion 
 

The studies undertaken for this thesis have explored the social behaviour of players in 

the MMORPG called Guild Wars. In particular, the goals of this thesis were: 1) to 

identify an effective methodology to explore social player behaviour in a Massively 

Multiplayer Online Role-playing Game, 2) to explore the social behaviour of players 

in an MMORPG and identify game design that supports this behaviour and 3) to 

identify ways in which this work on player behaviour could be used to further explore 

Bartle’s taxonomy of player types. This chapter summarises the findings of this thesis 

and considers the impact of these results on the issues that were identified in Chapter 

1, in particular the need to understand player behaviour in order to design MMORPGs 

that support the wide variety of social interactions that players engage in, as well as 

providing engaging game play. Finally, this chapter considers where this research 

might be taken next. 

 

9.1 Summary of Content and Methodology 
 

After situating the studies that were to be undertaken in the literature (in Chapter 2), 

the context of the studies was described, which was a longitudinal ethnographic study 

of player behaviour in Guild Wars (in Chapter 3). Three foci of player behaviour 

were reported on in this thesis. First, the behaviour of players in the Marketplace was 

explored (in Chapter 4), in particular the trade, guild-related and knowledge sharing 

activities of players. Second, the dynamics of Team Work were explored: the 

language of team formation, how new players learned or were taught game mechanics 

and how players negotiated roles responsibilities and conflicts in a Team Work 

situation (in Chapter 5). The final focus of observation, described as the social 

context of the instrumental play that was previously explored, demonstrated the free 

social play activities of players (in Chapter 6). 
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These foci were identified as the result of an extensive ethnographic study that was 

undertaken in Guild Wars where the observer was a player in-game and was therefore 

a participant in the environment, as well as observer. Video footage of the game was 

recorded and analysed using Leximancer to determine frequently occurring concepts 

and relationships between the concepts (in Chapter 7). The data gathered using an 

ethnographic approach was used to compile a comprehensive picture of player 

behaviour in an MMORPG. When the data was interpreted and analysed, the results 

demonstrated that the three areas that were focused on during the ethnographic studies 

(Marketplace activities, Team Work and Free Play) were identified in concepts from 

the thematic analysis. Chapter 7 also presented an evaluation of the quality of the 

ethnographic study that was undertaken in chapters 4 – 6. 

  

The final study that was undertaken in this thesis was to examine player behaviour as 

explored in chapters 4 - 6 within the context of Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy of player 

types (in Chapter 8). The results indicated that the player behaviour identified in the 

ethnographic studies provided some support for the categories of player that Bartle 

has described. However, there are some differences, particularly with regards to the 

Team Work that was observed. One possible reason that was presented for this 

discrepancy was that the behaviour Bartle based his taxonomy on was from a MUD 

that was developed under different technical conditions to Guild Wars. Given that 

MMORPGs operate under very different team constraints to MUDs, it was proposed 

that Bartle’s taxonomy be updated to reflect the new possibilities of team play 

provided by current MMORPGs.  

 

9.2 Review of Thesis Aims 
 

The studies that were carried out in Chapters 3 - 8 met the aims that were stated in 

Chapter 1. The aims for this thesis as identified in chapter 1 were: 1) identify and 

evaluate an effective methodology for in-game studies, 2) explore social player 

behaviour in a Massively Multi-player Online Role-Playing Game, and 3) identify any 

correspondences between player behaviour as identified in this thesis and categories 

of player types. 
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The data that was presented and discussed in chapters 4 - 6 demonstrated that the 

social behaviour of players was explored, as stated in the second aim, above. The 

methodology that was chosen, to use ethnography supported by a Leximancer concept 

analysis and a rigorous evaluation of quality, ensured that investigation of the thesis 

aims was thorough and complete (as shown in chapter 7), which achieved the first 

aim. Finally, chapter 8 addressed the third aim of the thesis, by identifying 

correspondences between player motivations and the player types identified in 

Bartle’s taxonomy (1996). In particular, chapter 8 demonstrated that Bartle’s 

taxonomy does not explicitly incorporate the notion of Team Work in its description 

of player behaviour in multi-player online role-playing games. 

 

9.3 Implications for MMOGs 
 

The impact of the trade-related activities that were observed in the Marketplace 

extends outside the issues of supporting social player behaviour in multi-player games 

through game design, and the legal and economic ramifications of these types of 

behaviour. The growing significance of virtual economies and their potential impact 

on real world economies indicates that there is a need to understand player activities 

that create and distribute in-game money. Other issues that impact on the ability of 

players to trade, barter and offer services in online games are legal issues, such as who 

owns the copyright of any items that are acquired in-game (currently, the general 

consensus on this issue is the company that created or published the game, although 

this position may change over time) or how income that is created from a game could 

be taxed (or whether it can be taxed at all) (Camp, 2007). 

 

A domain that is beginning to explore player behaviour in relation to trade in 

MMORPGs is the field of consumer behaviour research. Consumer behaviour 

explores the relationship between someone who offers a product or service and their 

consumers. Particularly relevant is the sub-field called consumer misbehaviour, which 

is the behaviour that occurs when interactions between service provider and customer 

become dysfunctional. The range of Marketplace activities that were observed in 

Guild Wars during this ethnographic study shows evidence of interactions between 

service providers and their customers, such as players offering in-game services (e.g. 
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running through difficult sections or providing items for sale that allowed players to 

complete quests), which need to be further explored (Drennan & Keeffe, 2007). 

 

As game developers become host to ever increasing communities of players, they also 

become arbiters of the behaviour that they consider to be acceptable, whether they 

acknowledge this situation is true or not. By having an End User Licence Agreement 

(EULA) which specifies certain types of behaviour as acceptable and others as 

unacceptable, and then ensuring that it is enforced, developers of MMORPGs such as 

Guild Wars are placing limits around the type of social behaviour that is acceptable in 

the Marketplace, in teams and in Free Play.  

 

The player behaviour that was identified in this thesis needs to be situated in the field 

of MMORPGs in general, and other types of multi-player games, where it may be 

useful to know when players are engaging in these types of behaviours and how to 

support or discourage them, as dictated by the game design and preferences of the 

developers and community. 

 

9.3.1 Generalising the results to MMORPGs 
 

The generalisability of the results can be explored by examining what the implications 

of the player behaviour identified in the ethnographic study are for other types of 

MMOGs. The types of MMOGs that these results could apply to are: 1) other 

MMORPGs and 2) MMO First Person Shooter Games (MMOFPS). According to the 

MMOG Data website (http://mmogdata.voig.com/, using the figures for June 2007), 

which tracks data about MMOG subscriptions and genres, the majority of MMOGs 

are classified as MMORPGs, with fantasy MMORPGs accounting for 71.54% of all 

MMOGs, followed by science fiction MMORPGs at 15.45%. MMO Sims, 

categorised as “Social games” by MMOG Data account for just over 3% of the 

MMOGs available, and combat/FPS MMOGs account for 1.63% (the largest 

remaining category of MMOGs is classified as “other” and accounts for 6.5% of 

games available). Considering the significant size of the MMORPG market, the player 

behaviour that was identified in this thesis will be most useful if it can be extrapolated 

to other games within the MMORPG genre. Further, situating the player behaviour 

http://mmogdata.voig.com/
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within other MMOGs, such as MMOFPS games, highlights the different design 

approaches to supporting player behaviour in these different genres. 

 

Guild Wars was unique amongst MMORPGs in some ways, as it had explicit 

separation between all social hubs and game play areas, which allowed for the foci of 

the ethnographic study to be separated by location. Some of the design decisions in 

Guild Wars are factors in other popular MMORPGs such as World of Warcraft 

(WoW), Lineage 2 and EverQuest II (EQ2), making the results of this study 

applicable to other games. Players of WoW, for instance, engage in similar 

Marketplace activities and guild recruitment activities as was observed in Guild Wars. 

 

An example of Marketplace activities occurred in April 2007, when a female WoW 

player advertised on Craigs List (an online personal ad forum) that she wanted to 

trade sex for 5000 gold in World of Warcraft, in order to buy a type of transportation 

called an “epic mount” (the original advertisement has been archived in the “best of 

Craigs List” at the following location: 

http://www.craigslist.org/about/best/nyc/308349637.html). The current real world 

price for 5000 gold in Wow is approximately US$340. Whether this advertisement 

was a hoax or not (further response from the player indicates that she received the 

gold and was satisfied with the exchange, as can be seen at this location: 

http://www.sillyape.org/trash/epic%20mount.jpg), it indicates that there is real world 

value associated with the trade of items in WoW. 

 

There are some differences in the Marketplace activities of players in the two games. 

In Guild Wars, players are able to move between servers with relative ease, with the 

result that if they could not find buyers for the goods or services that they were 

offering, it was a simple matter to not only move to other locations in the game, but to 

move to other servers. Although players are able to move servers in WoW, it is a 

difficult process that requires a player to apply to the Game Masters for permission to 

move their characters and can take 24 hours or more. Thus, there are very few players 

who switch servers (or realms) in WoW. The result is that there may be an oversupply 

of some items in one realm while others have a shortage, forcing players to rely on the 

real money trade more than they generally do in Guild Wars where items can be 

http://www.craigslist.org/about/best/nyc/308349637.html
http://www.sillyape.org/trash/epic mount.jpg
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moved around more easily. The result is that the magic circle of play (Salen & 

Zimmerman, 2004) is less likely to be preserved in WoW than in Guild Wars.  

 

There are also social areas of the game, where players spend time without actively 

progressing through the game, instead engaging in Free Play with other players. The 

full range of imaginary, frivolous and power play could be created by players in these 

areas. Both Guild Wars and WoW provide players with similar emotes, which allow 

them to express emotions easily and quickly, but the instanced nature of game play in 

Guild Wars seemed to prompt players to use them more in the social hubs. Players in 

WoW can encounter anyone in the game play areas, so they do not need to undertake 

all of their Free Play activities in the social hubs, as Guild Wars players do. The result 

is that Free Play would appear to be more distributed in WoW, and concentrated in 

Guild Wars. 

 

Players may also undertake similar activities with respect to Team Work and would 

find that negotiating roles and responsibilities becomes part of their common practice 

as they discover that they cannot progress past certain points in the game without 

participating in a well-organised team. The game content in WoW becomes 

progressively more team-oriented at higher levels of difficulty, rewarding those who 

play well with others, or are members of guilds, and penalising those who choose to 

play by themselves. Therefore, players who are not capable of participating in role 

negotiation within a Team Work situation can find themselves at a disadvantage. 

However, Guild Wars was also noticeably different to WoW in that the game content 

at lower levels encouraged more Team Work than that of WoW. 

 

These restrictions on game play lessen the scope for the Free Play that was classified 

as play as power, as players are discouraged from engaging in griefing tactics in 

WoW if they want to progress through the game. However, the possibilities for team 

griefing become more significant, allowing for a mix of play as power and Team 

Work. It is possible for a team of players, working well together, to disrupt the 

experience of another group of players in ways which were not possible in Guild 

Wars. There are generally no consequences for this type of action, giving the players a 

greater degree of freedom. However, to disrupt a team of players from achieving their 

purpose, a team would have to work well together, with similar goals and motivations. 
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Initially, the two types of behaviour seem contradictory, but it is possible that players 

would engage in both simultaneously. 

 

Possible player behaviour in EQ2 would be similar to WoW, as EQ2 is developed 

along similar lines to WoW. However, EQ2 also has some instanced zones, similar to 

Guild Wars, meaning that the possibilities of team griefing are less in EQ2 than 

WoW. Other popular MMORPGs, such as Lineage II, City of Heroes and Star Wars 

Galaxies all possess similar game environments, rules and restrictions to Guild Wars, 

WoW and EQ2, implying that the results of the ethnographic study would apply in a 

similar fashion to these games. 

 

9.3.2 Generalising the results to MMOFPS Games 
 

Some of the differences between MMORPGs and MMOFPS games are that 

MMORPGS are more strongly storyline focused than MMOFPS games, and generally 

have more ways for players to customise their avatars through the levelling up 

process. Both types of games incorporate combat, and more particularly, elements of 

team play. The player behaviour explored in this thesis that would appear to apply the 

most to players of MMOFPS games would be Team Work and possibly, the amount 

of Free Play afforded by the game. Team Work would probably be a large part of the 

play experience for most MMOFPS players, due to the nature of the game play. In 

most MMOFPS games, groups of players are required to work in a team to achieve a 

well-defined goal, which can require that team members spend some time learning to 

function well in a group of strangers. Players would need to discover the goals, intent, 

skills and play preferences of their team-mates to ensure that they will work together 

well. Teams that do not engage in this behaviour would struggle to do well against 

other teams, indicating that most players would come to count on team negotiation 

being part of their playing style and that of other members of their team. 

 

MMOFPS players would be able to get away with griefing behaviour, an aspect of 

play as power. As with MMORPGs, there are very rarely any consequences for a 

player to face. However, due to the nature of the game play, it would be difficult for a 

player to disrupt the experience of a player on their own team. Game rules often 
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prevent players from acting on players on their own team, although some FPS games 

do have “friendly fire” servers, which allow a player to attack someone on their own 

team. Other ways that players are able to interfere with people on their own team 

include blocking doorways to prevent people passing through or spamming nonsense 

messages on team-speak channels. Disrupting the experience of opponents could take 

the form of harassing or insulting them, camping (i.e. remaining in the one place and 

attacking anyone who runs past that point. The point is usually one that everyone has 

to go past in order to reach the rest of the game. This behaviour would cause the most 

disruption to other players). 

 

In general, MMOFPS games are too fast paced to allow for the Marketplace social 

interactions or other forms of Free Play, as found in MMORPGs. There are also no 

“safe zones”, where players are able to remain for hours without engaging in game 

play. Players might engage in some Free Play briefly at the start or end of the game, 

but otherwise most interactions would seem to be much more game-oriented than the 

social interactions of MMORPGs. It would be unlikely that many players who wish to 

engage in the wide range of social interactions observed in Guild Wars would choose 

to play an MMOFPS game. 

 

9.4 Changing the Games People Play 
 

The gap that was identified in Chapter 1 was the need to develop an understanding of 

the actions and interactions that players engage in when they are participating in 

MMORPGs, in order to allow game developers to build games that support and 

encourage these actions. The studies that have been carried out in this thesis have 

made some progress towards addressing this concern, by providing a comprehensive 

picture of the social behaviour of players in MMORPGs, which must be situated 

within the context of other research into MMOGs and how the chosen methodology 

impacts on the literature of that field. 
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9.4.1 Implications for MMOG Research 
 

While virtual worlds such as There, Second Life, The Sims Online and the Entropia 

Universe are classified as “social games” by data tracking sites such as MMOGData, 

according to the definition of games and play that was posited in chapter 2 these 

games do not possess all of the elements of a game. To recap, the definition of games 

that was used to scope games for this thesis was offered by Salen and Zimmerman 

(2004:80):  

 
“A game is a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that 

results in a quantifiable outcome.” 

 

The definition would appear to rule out a number of the virtual worlds that are 

identified as “social games”. For instance, Second Life has no artificial conflict built 

in to the environment, although players are able to create it if they wish to. These 

virtual environments also have no real scope for Team Work, other than what players 

create from the building blocks of the game. However, the social aspects, in particular 

the Free Play that was observed in Guild Wars may generalise to “social games”. This 

distinction between MMORPGs and virtual worlds must be re-iterated as it has 

defined the scope of this thesis and how the results can be generalised. 

 

Returning to the idea of the rhetorics of play, at various points throughout the 

observations the rhetorics of play as the imaginary, power, frivolity, identity, and even 

progress were observed. The rhetoric of play as the imaginary is relatively obvious – 

Guild Wars is a fantasy game and so requires people to exercise their imagination in 

order to find pleasure in the experience. Play as power could be seen in the PvP 

battles that were observed, where players were literally demonstrating their power and 

superior skills over each other. Play as power was also observed in the social Free 

Play that took place between players in the social hubs of the games, as was play as 

frivolity. Play as identity was observed when players self-identified as belonging to 

certain guilds and identified their roles within teams. The other side of identity-related 

play was players advertising to form a guild that they wanted to be a part of – players 

were actively trying to form groups within which they would have well-defined roles. 
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The issue of exploring player behaviour within the rhetorics of play becomes more 

controversial when examining the rhetoric of play as progress. As stated in chapter 2, 

play as progress is the play that children engage in when they are learning skills they 

will need in order to become functional adults, that is, they learn skills that are 

regarded as worthwhile. Generally, people who play video games are not thought to 

be engaged in practices that could be counted as play as progress. However, if we 

change the point of view of a game, such as Guild Wars, to be the home of a 

functional and complex community with structure, defined roles and inherent rules, as 

was obvious from the ethnographic studies described in chapters 4 - 6, it becomes 

clear that play as progress is an integral part of the game. Players each have a role in 

the game, usually depending on their profession, which they need to master. They 

progressively learn skills that enable them to function with the “adults” – the high 

level players who have large amounts of experience and demand that other players are 

able to function at that level. 

 

If the game play is regarded as a form of play as progress, this progress is perhaps not 

as well supported as it could be. In-game conversations move from simple and jargon-

free to complex and elite, exclusive of those who do not understand (as witnessed in 

chapters 4 and 5), and there are few signposts to inform players of the changes. There 

are no standard means for players to learn how to share information with other players 

and to learn how to read the complex team formation jargon, other than what new 

players can pick up from other players who are willing to act as teachers. 

 

The discussion of how players joined guilds or how guilds looked for new members 

(in chapter 4) provides further insight into why guilds do not always last (Williams et 

al, 2006). Guild recruitment depends on who happens to be online and available when 

a guild member is advertising that they are looking for players, in a way that happens 

to resonate with the potential members and vice versa with players looking for guilds. 

There is a large amount of happenstance with respect to players joining guilds and the 

effect can be that guilds are not always likely to be successful or long-lasting. 

 

As was noted in chapter 3, the gender and appearance of characters in-game 

sometimes caused other players to treat that character (and the player behind it) in 

gender-related ways, by flirting or imposing sex and sexual connotations on the player 
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(sometimes as a joke, sometimes in ways that were offensive). The sexualised 

appearance of female characters, and the gendered way female players (including me) 

were treated as a result, emphasised many of the issues identified by Graner Ray 

(2004) and Grimes (2003) about the hyper-sexualisation of females in games and the 

“other-ness” of female game players. In addition, the reactions of players when they 

discovered that I was a woman, regardless of the gender of my avatars, also 

emphasised how unusual they found my situation. 

 

The interactions between players that were described in chapter 4 relating to in-game 

commerce and trading have made an indirect contribution to the area of MMOG 

economics research. Understanding the activities that players engage in which allow 

for the creation and transference of in-game currency is necessary, considering the 

growing impact that game economies are having on the real world (Castronova, 2001; 

2005; Drennan & Keeffe, 2007). Chapter 4 explored in detail player activities related 

to in-game wealth acquisition and disposal of items, as well as player behaviour when 

these activities break down, such as the diatribe of a player who was offered too little 

money for the dyes he was offering for sale. These unwritten rules are the building 

blocks of the player-driven economy which is significant in many MMORPGs, and as 

such, the information provided by the studies in this thesis furthers understanding in 

this area. 

 

The studies in this thesis have also made a contribution to the understanding of player 

activities that are labelled as grief play. Explored in this thesis under the topic of Free 

Play, grief play is an issue that needs to be considered due to its disruptive nature. 

Although grief play is generally considered to be unwanted player killing (Bartle, 

1996) or verbal harassment in the form of spamming or other attacks (Foo & Koivisto, 

2004), the observations of players engaged in the form of play called play as power 

afforded by the game has demonstrate that griefing play can be situated within the 

range of “normal” play activities. Griefing play, or play as power, in Guild Wars 

includes a player imposing their avatar “physically” on other players and teasing or 

deliberately trying to get a reaction out of other players. However, these behaviours 

were not labelled as grief play throughout the thesis, as they were one of the many 

activities that were part of the Free Play afforded by the game and the players. 
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The issue of how people use their avatar to impose on others also has impact on 

research that is carried out in the area of presence, and the idea of identity and 

representation in virtual worlds. The association players feel with their avatar and 

their feelings of being there are considered to be part of a player’s immersion in 

virtual worlds (Taylor, 2002). The studies reported in this thesis have added to our 

understanding of how players make themselves known through their avatars in games. 

However, from the incidents witnessed it appeared that players usually made 

themselves felt to others mainly when they wished to impose on them, or engage in 

other forms of Free Play. 

 

While the methods that were used to explore player behaviour in thesis were not able 

to access issues relating to player motivations and demographics, the behaviour that 

was described in chapters 4 - 6 can provide a useful corpus of evidence for further 

explorations into player motivations. For instance, the Team Work behaviour 

explored in chapter 5 provides an ideal site in which to further explore the factors of 

Immersion and Achievement, identified as major motivations for playing MMORPGs 

(Yee, 2007a). These results, based on player observations instead of self-report, 

provide another way of accessing information about people who choose to play 

MMORPGs, and how their involvement in a game can be fully supported. 

 

These studies have also contributed a greater understanding of player types in 

MMORPGs. Although Bartle’s (1996) original claim of four types of players was 

updated (in 2004) with a third axis describing the implicitness or explicitness of the 

actions of each four types, the taxonomy has never specifically included how these 

different types of players engage in Team Work. Activities in the categories of the 

Marketplace and Free Play can be extrapolated to suit different types of players with 

some ease. However, the lack of team play dynamics in Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy is a 

significant omission considering the importance of effective team play in many, if not 

all, currently available MMORPGs. Therefore, the expansion of Bartle’s taxonomy to 

explicitly include team play, as shown in chapter 8, is a significant contribution to the 

understanding of player types and behaviour. 

 

Finally, the game design issues that arose from the observations of players in Guild 

Wars generally revolved around facilitating player communication. The issue of 
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player communication channels is fundamental to the design of the game, as so much 

of the behaviour that was observed in Guild Wars revolved around the players being 

able to communicate with different levels of privacy. The increased understanding of 

how players make the most use of these communication channels and how the barriers 

to entry may prevent some players from fully contributing to the game can only help 

in future game design. 

 

9.4.2 Implications of Methodology 
 

The method undertaken in this thesis confirms the usefulness of ethnography as a tool 

for exploring game player behaviour, by following in the footsteps of some recent 

ethnographic studies in games (such as Humphreys (2005b) and Steinkuehler (2005)). 

However, this thesis makes a significant methodological contribution as it has 

demonstrated how to ensure the quality of a virtual ethnography by evaluating the 

process in terms of six issues (Duncan, 2004): 1) study boundaries, 2) instrumental 

utility, 3) construct validity, 4) external validity, 5) reliability and finally 6) ensuring a 

scholarly account. Previous virtual ethnographies have not explored these issues, and 

now that virtual ethnography is beginning to play a role in many studies on games 

(e.g. Williams et al, 2006) and more generally, internet-based communities (Hine, 

2000) it becomes necessary to have a framework for evaluation. Although these six 

issues will not end the criticisms of ethnography, mainly the difficulty of generalising 

the results and the lack of rigour that is often associated with the process, they can at 

least provide a framework for ensuring that other practitioners within the field of 

ethnography are satisfied with the study protocols. 

 

This thesis has shown that informal discussions with players can be used to explicate 

meaning and help provide context to play activities, to avoid some of the alienation 

issues that can result from formal interviews with members of the community 

(DeLyser, 2001). Undertaking these meaning-gathering activities within informal 

community observations has helped to provided situated meaning, rather than 

extracting participants from their environment and asking them to recall play activities 

and their intentions afterwards. Further, by keeping all participants within the field of 

inquiry, without attempting to find out the real world identity of the participants (as 
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suggested by Taylor (1999) and Hine (2000)), has ensured that the focus of the 

research question and the results has remained on the virtual play activities and not on 

attempts to explain or mediate them with real world experiences. 

 

9.5 Conclusions 
 

The studies that have been carried out in this thesis have provided some insight into 

player behaviour. This information can be used by game developers to gain insight 

into the patterns of use of their player base. With this knowledge, game developers 

can work towards designing games that support the social needs of their players, as 

well as their desire for engaging game play. The significant revenue that MMORPGs 

can generate, if they can attract and retain a stable player base, indicates that the 

design ethos needs to focus on supporting and encouraging all the activities of the 

player base, as well as balancing the technical and content-related demands of the 

game. 

 

From the player observations that were described in chapters 4 - 6, it is apparent that 

players in Guild Wars develop a language that is specific to the game, using terms and 

abbreviations that require familiarity with the game, its mechanics and its usage by 

other players. It was noted that as the game progressed the language used was 

progressively more complex and the willingness of the player base to explain the 

language and social norms of the community decreased. 

 

Guild Wars provides many opportunities for different levels of communication 

between players, as evidenced by the different chat channels. Players are able to 

communicate one-to-one, one-to-few or one-to-many, which provides a rich and 

multi-layered social environment for players. In addition, Guild Wars provides a 

relatively simple interaction interface for players – chat in the different channels is 

coloured differently, providing easily accessible signals to the player about who is 

speaking to them and the level of privacy in which they are engaging others. 

However, learning to navigate the different channels, and participating in multiple 

conversations at once may be a challenging task for new players. When this level of 

challenge is combined with the in-game jargon, acronyms and customs frequently 
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used by experienced players, the challenge may become overwhelming and hinder 

new players from joining in this community. 

 

There are a number of game mechanics in Guild Wars that combine to create a 

thriving in-game economy. Players have access to a wide range of items, armour, 

weapons and artefacts in-game, which they are able to sell to or buy from other 

players using the game’s currency. The ability to do so is readily supported by the 

“Trade” button next to a player’s name in the game’s interface. Further, NPC 

merchants provide players with a baseline for evaluating the worth of items that they 

wish to buy or sell. All of these game mechanics support frequent player trade and the 

process for doing so is generally well understood by players. However, there is no in-

game way of discovering if similar items are for sale in other locations, and what the 

prices are. 

 

Aspects of the game that may contribute to a player’s ability to participate in teams 

are the built-in mechanics for keeping other players informed about status and actions 

during team combat situations. The use of hot-keys for automatically publishing 

information to team mates about health, energy and current skills appear to be a 

standard part of information sharing in teams. However, there is only so much 

information that is currently available to players through this mechanism, and it is not 

clear how new players are made aware of this mechanism or how to use it. Designers 

of games such as Guild Wars could improve this situation by progressively increasing 

the automated information sharing mechanisms as a player progresses through the 

game, so that expert players can choose which ones they wish to make use of and new 

players are presented with the minimum options to allow them to become familiar 

with the basic means of information sharing. 

 

The social hubs spread throughout the game provide players with safe locations in 

which to engage in Free Play. Players are able to express themselves “physically” 

through their avatar, by using in-game emotes, and verbally in any form of play that 

they want to. The safety of the social hubs is two-fold: players are safe from 

opponents that are confined to the game play areas, and they are anonymously 

represented in the game. Players are therefore able to engage in any form of free-form 

play that they want. 
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Further, this thesis has demonstrated that Bartle’s taxonomy for describing player 

behaviour in-game could be expanded to explicitly incorporate Team Work. The gaps 

in the taxonomy that have been identified indicate that there is a need to expand this 

tool to make it more representative of the types of game play that are offered in 

MMORPGs. A tool to assist with balancing game play, in particular, balancing the 

abilities of different professions would help game developers ensure that their game 

was usable by players with a range of different motivations and play styles and might 

therefore help to ensure the success of the game. 

 

The work presented in this thesis has added to the understanding of player behaviour, 

which has significance in two fields: anthropology and game studies. Previous work 

on the anthropology of play (most notably Sutton-Smith, 2001) has not examined the 

different forms of play in online communities, but have instead focussed on play in 

the “real world”. Thus, this work adds to the understanding of play from a cultural 

perspective. In addition, previous research into play in online communities has 

focussed on one aspect of play (such as grief play (Foo and Koivisto, 2004) or 

identity-related play (Taylor, 2006; Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006)). This work, 

which has attempted to explore many aspects of contextualised play, has shown that 

there are as many forms of virtual play as there are real, which is becoming 

increasingly more important as more people discover online gaming. 

 

9.6 Future Work 
 

There are a number of different directions that the research in this thesis could be 

extended, as well as a number of issues that still need to be addressed within this 

topic. The ethnographic studies in this thesis could be extended by undertaking design 

studies to determine how to design a game environment that specifically supports the 

activities of players with relation to the Marketplace, Team Work and Free Play. 

Currently, players engage in behaviour from some or all of these factors, depending 

on the type of game they are playing. However, it is unclear if they are doing so 

because of the game environment or in spite of it. It would be useful to identify how a 

game environment and rules could support this behaviour and how to design a game, 
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from the ground up, which encourages players to engage in these types of behaviour. 

In particular, one area that would be worth exploring in more depth is how a game can 

signpost to new and progressing players that the expectations of the community and 

the language associated with play at that level have changed, without dictating 

language norms to the community. 

 

One area of future research based on the study described in chapter 8 is to enquire if 

the same people act differently depending on the character they are playing. If the 

same person acts differently, does the change imply that their motivation for play 

changes, and that they use different characters in order to satisfy different needs? It is 

possible that players do use different characters for different reasons, as many players 

have more than one character. As has been noted in the description of the game 

mechanics in chapter 3, each profession requires a different style of play. Although 

players usually indicate that they have a favourite character, and therefore a favourite 

style of play, they often have secondary characters that they use for a different 

experience. Some players, for instance, change from a Warrior to a Monk, which may 

require a shift in focus from supporting other players to leading a team through the 

game. Therefore, players may shift from one player type to a secondary type, and they 

may also shift from one type of play, such as Free Play to a focus on Team Work. 

Further work in this area could involve a similar study but involving male and female 

characters, instead of all the female characters that were used in this ethnographic 

study. The combination of male and female avatars might provide insight into whether 

I, as a player and observer, was treated differently depending on the gender of the 

avatar I was playing. 

 

From the future work identified in this section it can be seen that this thesis filled a 

gap within the area of game design research; it has also prompted many more 

questions that need to be answered by game designers and researchers. 
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Appendix A 
 

Summary of Ethnographic Observation Data. Includes times of observations (in 

Australian Eastern Standard Time – AEST), in-game locations and artefacts 

associated with observations (labelled as GW for recorded files and NB for written 

notations). Note that dates and times of observations have not been provided for 

privacy reasons. 

 

No observations were undertaken in November 2006 due to travel commitments. 
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ARTEFACTS LENGTH GAME LOCATIONS 
GW1, NB1-1 1 hour Ascalon City 
  1 hour Piken Square 
  1 hour Fort Ranik mission 
  1 hour Lion's Arch 
GW2a, NB1-2a 1 hour Piken Square 
  1 hour Ascalon City 
  1 hour Lion's Arch 
      
GW2b, NB1-2b 2 hours Piken Square and game play areas - The Breach, Diessa Lowlands 
GW3, NB1-3 2 hours Ascalon City and game play areas - Regent Valley, Eastern Frontier 
  2 hours Yak's Bend and game play areas - Borliss Pass, Deldrimor Bowl 
  2 hours Lion's Arch and game play areas - Nebo Terrace 
GW4, NB1-4 2 hours Ascalon City 
  2 hours Yak's Bend 
  1 hour Gates of Kryta mission 
GW5a, NB1-5a 2.5 hours Piken Square 
  2.5 hours Lion's Arch 
      
GW5b, NB1-5B 2.5 hours Piken Square and game play areas - The Breach, Diessa Lowlands 
  1 hour Grendich Courthouse 
GW6a, NB1-6a 1.5 hours Piken Square 
  1.5 hours Beacon's Perch 
      
GW6b, NB1-6b 2 hours Piken Square 
  2 hours Lion's Arch and game play areas - Nebo Terrace 
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ARTEFACT LENGTH GAME LOCATIONS 
GW7, NB1-7 1.5 hours Piken Square 
  3 hours Ascalon City 
GW8, NB1-8 2.5 hours Piken Square and game play areas - The Breach, Diessa Lowlands 
  3 hours The Frost Gate mission 
GW9, NB1-9 3.5 hours Piken Square and game play areas - The Breach, Diessa Lowlands 
NB1-10 1.5 hours Piken Square 
  1.5 hours D'Alessio Seaboard mission 
  2 hours Lion's Arch 
GW10, NB1-11 1 hour Piken Square 
  1.5 hours Lion's Arch 
  1.5 hours Gates of Kryta mission 
NB1-12 2.5 hours Temple of Ages 
  2.5 hours The Wilds mission 
NB1-13 3 hours Amnoon Oasis and game play areas - Skyward Reach, The Arid Sea 
  2 hours  Augury Rock 
GW11, NB1-14 2.5 hours Dunes of Despair mission 
  1.5 hours Augury Rock 
GW12, NB1-15 2 hours The Wilds mission 
  2 hours Lion's Arch 
  2 hours Ascalon City 
GW13, NB1-16 1.5 hours Piken Square 
  1 hour Ascalon City 
  1 hour Augury Rock 
NB2-1 2.5 hours Augury Rock 
  2 hours Iron Mines of Moladune mission 
  1.5 hours Thunderhead Keep mission 
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ARTEFACT LENGTH GAME LOCATIONS 
GW15, NB2-2 2 hours Amnoon Oasis 
  2.5 hours Ice Caves of Sorrow mission 
  1.5 hours Droknar's Forge 
GW16, NB2-3 2 hours Piken Square and game play areas - The Breach, Diessa Lowlands 
  2 hours Lion's Arch 
NB2-4 1.5 hours Droknar's Forge 
  1.5 hours Ascalon City and game play areas - Regent Valley, Eastern Frontier 
  1.5 hours Piken Square and surrounds 
NB2-5 3 hours Aurora Glade mission (repeated attempts) 
  2 hours Bloodstone Fen mission 
NB2-6 2 hours Droknar's Forge 
  2 hours Thunderhead Keep mission 
  1.5 hours Druid's Overlook and game play areas - Sage Lands, Mamnoon Lagoon 
GW17, NB2-7 4 hours Deldrimor War Camp and game play areas - Grenth's Footprint, Sorrow's Furnace 
  1 hour Augury Rock 
GW18, NB2-8 3 hours Augury Rock 
  2 hours Thirsty River mission 
GW19, NB2-9 2 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
  2 hours Thunderhead Keep mission 
  2 hours Hell's Precipice mission 
GW20, NB2-10 2 hours Thunderhead Keep mission 
  1.5 hours Droknar's Forge 
NB2-11 1.5 hours Ascalon City 
  1.5 hours Alliance Battlegrounds 
  2 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
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ARTEFACT LENGTH GAME LOCATIONS 
GW21, NB2-12 2 hours Thunderhead Keep mission 
  2 hours Augury Rock 
  2 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
GW22, NB2-13 1.5 hours Temple of Ages 
  3 hours  Underworld game play area 
  1.5 hours Lion's Arch 
GW23, NB3-1 2 hours Lion's Arch 
  1.5 hours Ascalon City 
  1.5 hours Yak's Bend and game play areas - Borliss Pass, Deldrimor Bowl 
GW24, NB3-2 2 hours Ring of Fire mission 
  2.5 hours Hell's Precipice mission 
GW25, NB3-3 2 hours Divinity Coast mission 
  1 hour Gates of Kryta mission staging area 
  3 hours Fissure of Woe game play area 
NB3-4 2 hours Gates of Kryta mission 
  1.5 hours Lion's Arch 
  1.5 hours D'Alessio Seaboard mission 
NB3-5 2.5 hours Saltspray Beach and Etnaran Keys (PvP staging areas) 
  2 hours Alliance Battlegrounds 
GW26,NB3-6 2 hours Observing Guild Battles 
  2 hours Saltspray Beach and Etnaran Keys (PvP staging areas) 
  1.5 hours Alliance Battlegrounds 
GW27, NB3-7 2 hours Amnoon Oasis and game play areas - Skyward Reach, The Arid Sea 
  1.5 hours Augury Rock and game play areas - Prophet's Path, Salt Flats 
GW28, NB3-8 3 hours Ember Light Camp and game play areas - Perdition Rock 
   



 

 217 

   
ARTEFACT LENGTH GAME LOCATIONS 
GW29, NB3-9 2.5 hours Observing Guild Battles 
  3 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
NB3-10 2 hours The Wilds mission 
  2 hours Bloodstone Fen mission 
  2 hours Aurora Glade mission 
NB3-11 2.5 hours Ascalon City 
  2 hours Piken Square 
GW30, NB3-12 3.5 hours Deldrimor War Camp and game play areas - Grenth's Footprint, Sorrow's Furnace 
  1.5 hours Borliss Pass mission 
GW31, NB3-13 3 hours Ring of Fire mission 
  3 hours Abaddon's Mouth mission 
GW32, NB3-14 2 hours Lion's Arch 
  2 hours Ascalon City 
  1.5 hours Droknar's Forge 
GW33, NB3-15 2.5 hours Gates of Kryta mission 
  2.5 hours Temple of Ages 
GW34, NB3-16 2 hours Thunderhead Keep mission 
  3 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
NB3-17 2.5 hours Temple of Ages and game play areas - Kessex Peak, The Black Curtain 
  1 hour Augury Rock 
GW35, NB4-1 2.5 hours Beacon's Perch and game play areas - Deldrimor Bowl, Iron Horse Mine 
  2.5 hours The Frost Gate mission 
GW36, NB4-2 3 hours Saltspray Beach and Etnaran Keys (PvP staging areas) 
  3 hours Alliance Battlegrounds 
NB4-3 2.5 hours Lion's Arch 
  1.5 hours Alliance Battlegrounds 
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ARTEFACT LENGTH GAME LOCATIONS 
GW37, NB4-4 2.5 hours Divinity Coast mission 
  3 hours Bloodstone Fen mission 
GW38, NB4-5 3 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
  1.5 hours Temple of Ages 
NB4-6 2 hours Thunderhead Keep staging area 
  1.5 hours Droknar's Forge 
NB4-7 3 hours Droknar's Forge and game play areas - Talus Chute, Ice Floe 
GW39, NB4-8 2 hours Temple of Ages 
  4 hours Fissure of Woe game play area 
GW40, NB4-9 4.5 hours Druid's Overlook and game play areas - Sage Lands, Silverwood 
  1.5 hours Ascalon City 
GW41, NB4-10 0.5 hours Sanctum Cay mission 
  2 hours Thirsty River mission 
  2.5 hours Lion's Arch 
GW42, NB4-11 3 hours Temple of Ages 
  1.5 hours Bloodstone Fen mission 
NB4-12 1.5 hours Riverside Province mission 
  1.5 hours Ventari's Refuge and game play areas - Ettin's Back, Tangle Root 
  3 hours Great Temple of Balthazar 
GW43, NB4-13 3 hours Elona Reach mission 
  2 hours Augury Rock and game play areas - Skyward Reach, Vulture Drifts 
GW44, NB4-14 2 hours Piken Square 
  2 hours Lion's Arch 
  2 hours Ascalon City 

 


