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Where Everybody Knows Your (Screen) Name: Online Games as “Third Places”

Abstract

In this paper, we examine the extent to which massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), function as “third places” (Oldenburg, 1997) for informal sociability and their effects on social capital (Coleman, 1988). Based on ethnographic data from the games Lineage I and II and Asheron’s Call I and II, we conclude that the features of MMOG digital worlds do indeed satisfy Oldenburg’s defining criteria for “third places” much like the pubs, coffee shops, and other hangouts of old. Based on our data, our conclusions are that MMOGs are well suited for fostering bridging ties (broad but weak social networks) over bonding ties (deep but narrow social networks). In light of the growing evidence of decline of crucial civic and social institutions, however, it may be that this former form of social capital is precisely what the today’s average American citizen most sorely lacks.
Media scholars have become increasingly concerned with the possible negative social and civic impacts brought on by the diffusion of both traditional media like television and cable and new media such as video games and the Internet. This concern is perhaps best known as the “bowling alone” hypothesis (Putnam, 2000), which argues that media are displacing crucial civic and social institutions. According to Putnam, time spent with relatively unhelpful, passive and disengaging media has come at the expense of time spent with friends and family and on vital community-building activities. While few dispute Putnam’s richly detailed evidence of the general decline of civic and social life in America during the rise of television, some scholars have argued that online, Internet-based media are exceptions. The evidence to date is mixed: On the one hand, some scholars argue that the Internet’s capacity for connecting people across time and space fosters the formation of social networks and personal communities (Wellman & Gullia, 1999) and bridges class and racial gaps (Mehra, Merkel, & Bishop, 2004). On the other hand, others argue that the Internet functions as a displacer (Nie & Erbring, 2002; Nie & Hillygus, 2002) and that any  social networks it enables are little more than “pseudo communities” (Beniger, 1987; Postman, 1992).

A core problem with research on both sides of the debate is an underlying assumption that all Internet use is more or less equivalent. Online technologies enable a broad range of activities – Google-searching information, visiting anonymous chat rooms, downloading music files, corresponding with friends and family by email, browsing political blogs, playing in 3-D virtual worlds and still others. It would be more plausible and empirically rigorous, then, to consider how specific forms of Internet activity impact civic and social engagement as a result of their particular underlying social architectures (Lessig, 1999) – their designed-in, code-based structures that afford some forms of social interaction and constrain others. In this way, we might determine what underlying variables are at play in each activity (Evelund, 2003) before drawing conclusions about the effects of online media as a whole.

Building on the work of Lessig and Evelund, we begin with the assumption that some forms of Internet use may be more consequential for particular forms of civic and social engagement than others. In this paper, we examine the effects of one particular increasingly popular online activity: large, collaborative online video games. We investigate these so-called “massively multiplayer online games” (MMOGs) in terms of (a) the extent to which such spaces function as “third places” (Oldenburg, 1997) for informal sociability (Bruckman & Resnick, 1995), and (b) their effects on social capital (Coleman, 1988). Our reasoning is straightforward: Online, networked games such as MMOGs are a popular form of Internet activity that draws together large crowds of geographically dispersed participants into a common online “place” to engage in shared leisure activity. Given the decline of such “third places” for informal sociability in American offline life, it is worth investigating whether or not such new, online spaces function as new virtual forms in lieu of more traditional bricks and mortar ones. Using Oldenburg as a conceptual lens, we then consider whether or not these places also function as generators or inhibitors of social capital.

We find that, by providing spaces for social interaction and relationships beyond the workplace (or school) and home, MMOGs do indeed function as one novel form of a new “third place” for informal sociability much like the pubs, coffee shops, and other hangouts of old. Based on data collected from the games Lineage I and II and Asheron’s Call I and II, we outline how the features of MMOG digital worlds satisfy Oldenburg’s defining criteria. With this in place, we then explore how participation in such virtual “third places” affects participants’ social capital in terms of both broad but weak social networks (bridging ties) and deep but narrow social networks (bonding ties). Based on our data, our conclusions are that MMOGs are ideal for creating bridging social capital and, while they do not deter bonding social capital per se, they are also not necessarily designed to foster deep and lasting relationship on their own either. We present and discuss our findings along with their implication for future research.

Understanding MMOGs

MMOGs are graphical 2- or 3-D video games played online, allowing individuals, through their self-created digital characters or “avatars,” to interact not only with the gaming software (the designed environment of the game and the computer-controlled characters within it) but with other players as well. Aesthetically, they are part of the tradition of alternative worlds derived from science fiction and the fantasy literature of Tolkien (1938); technically, they are the next step in a long line of social games that originated with paper-and-pencil fantasy games such as Dungeons and Dragons (Gygax & Arneson, 1973). These later migrated to computers, first as mainframe text-based multi-user dungeons (MUDs) (Trubshaw & Bartle, 1978) and then later as the now-common, high-end 3-D digital worlds of today (Koster, 2002). The virtual worlds that today’s MMOGamers routinely plug in and inhabit are persistent social and material worlds, loosely structured by open-ended (fantasy) narratives, where players are largely free to do as they please – slay ogres, siege castles, etc. They are known for their peculiar combination of designed “escapist fantasy” yet emergent “social realism” (Kolbert, 2001): in a setting of wizards and elves, dwarfs and knights, people save for homes, create basket indices of the trading market, build relationships of status and solidarity, and worry about crime.

These games, like all new media before them, functioned as objects of suspicion well before being considered a legitimate source of pleasure and interaction (Wartella & Reeves, 1983, 1985). As Williams (in press) points out, such games have caused deeply ambivalent reactions in American culture, often masking deeper societal tensions and problems. Yet, despite the ambivalence, the online gaming industry continues to prosper with nearly six million subscribers worldwide (Woodcock, 2004). MMOGs are played heavily – time in-game averages roughly 20 hours per week (Yee, 2002) – and often with friends and relatives (Seay, Jerome, Lee, & Kraut, 2004). Researchers who have formerly assumed that online play has been a solitary, isolated activity have been advised to take note of the social nature of these games. “Some are tempted to think of life in cyberspace as insignificant, as escape or meaningless diversion. It is not. Our experiences there are serious play. We belittle them at our risk” (Turkle, 1995).

Third Places, Social Capital and the Internet

MMOGs have gained popularity against a backdrop of a declining physical civic culture. Oldenburg (1997) makes the argument that American culture has lost many of its “bricks and mortar” third places – places oriented toward neither work nor home but rather informal social life. The effects are negative for both individuals and communities: “The essential group experience is being replaced by the exaggerated self-consciousness of individuals. American lifestyles, for all the material acquisition and the seeking after comforts and pleasures, are plagued by boredom, loneliness, alienation” (p. 13).  Recent national survey data appears to corroborate this assertion (Putnam, 2000); census data shows that television claims more than half of American leisure time, while only three-quarters of an hour per day is spent socializing in or outside of the home (Longley, 2004). 

Might MMOGs become a new site for socializing? By providing spaces for social interaction and relationships beyond the workplace (or school) and home, virtual environments such as MMOGs have the potential to function as new (albeit digitally mediated) third places much like the pubs, coffee shops, and other hangouts of old. An important question to ask, then, is to what extent do MMOGs satisfy Oldenburg’s eight defining characteristics of third places (see Table 1)?

_______________________

Insert Table 1 about here.

_______________________

But even if these eight criteria are met, a more fundamental question remains: Is physical proximity necessary for community? Can two people trust one another without seeing each other (Henderson & Gilding, 2004)? In other words, are virtual communities really communities? Much scholarly work on the viability of online communities has been influenced the work of Anderson (1991), who suggests that geographic proximity itself is neither a necessary nor sufficient condition for the emergence and preservation of “community.” As he points out, conglomerations such as “America” or “Iraq” are no more face-to-face than networked, online ones, yet we generally acknowledge them as large “communities” based on their internally coherent, shared sense of history and information – collective characteristics made possible by a shared national media (Feenburg & Bakardjieva, 2004). However, rather than suggest that a shared medium (such as an MMOG) can suffice to enable community we suggest that the characteristics of community can be operationalized, observed, and tested just as we do in “real life.” Toward this end, we turn to the concept of social capital and its component parts, bridging and bonding (Putnam, 2000).

Social capital (Coleman, 1988) works analogously to financial capital; it can be acquired and spent, but for social and personal gains rather than financial. For example, by comforting a friend, a person is then more readily able to seek comfort in his or her own time of need. Thus social capital operates cyclically within social networks because of their associated norms of reciprocity (Newton, 1997). Such patterns can occur online as well as off (Resnick, 2001). 

According to Putnam, bridging social capital is inclusive. It occurs when individuals from different backgrounds make connections between social networks, functioning as a kind of sociological WD-40. This form of social capital is marked by tentative relationships. What these lack in depth, they make up for in breadth. On the one hand, bridging can broaden social horizons or worldviews, or open up opportunities for information or new resources. On the other hand, it provides little in the way of emotional support. In contrast, bonding social capital is exclusive. It occurs when strongly tied individuals, such as family and close friends, provide emotional or substantive support for one another, functioning not as WD-40 but more as a kind of social superglue. As the mirror image of bridging social capital, bonding social capital is marked by relationships with little diversity but stronger personal connections. Bonding provides continued reciprocity among close individuals who share strong emotional and substantive support that enables mobilization; however, it can also result in insularity.

Granovetter’s (1973; 1974) early work on tie strength showed that both bridging and bonding are tied to different social contexts; while some relationship networks lead to bridging social capital, others lead to bonding social capital. In the context of MMOGs, the question is whether the online communities found within them tend to be large weak networks or small strong ones. Evidence from studies of online activity more generally suggests that the social networks the Internet enables are characteristically broad but weak, bridging-oriented networks (Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996; Pickering & King, 1995), though both weak and strong ties can be forged within them (Wellman, Salaff, Dimitrova, Garton, & Haythornthwaite, 1996).

With this analytical framework in mind, we ask the following research questions:

(1) Do MMOGs function as new virtual “third places” in terms of the eight defining characteristics outlined by Oldenburg?

(2)  If so, what is the impact of participation in them in terms of both bridging and bonding social capital? 

Method

The data corpus used for investigation of these two research questions consists of two data sets: the first, a two-year ethnography of the MMOG Lineage (first I, then II); the second, a media effects study of participation in MMOGs using Asheron’s Call (first I, then II). Both data sets were collected over several months and include participant observation and unstructured and semi-structured interviews with multiple informants (i.e., players, community managers and game makers). Players were sampled both randomly and also through snowball samples of existing in-game networks. The resulting series of interviews allowed for rich contextual data of existing groups and some limited generalizability for the general game population. For example, one portion of the participant observer work consisted of becoming integrated within a community, building relationships and collecting data from the other members. In another series of the data collection, interviews were conducted by stationing an investigator’s avatar in a central location and then talking to every nth player that passed by. 

The four game titles, Lineage I and II and Asheron’s Call I and II, represent a fairly mainstream swath of the fantasy-based MMOG market: The Lineage series is a highly successful franchise in South Korea, with moderate U.S. success; the Asheron’s Call series is moderately successful in the U.S., but not abroad. All four titles involved players assuming the roles of archetypal medieval fighter types, social architectures which reward players for cooperation, and the formation of long-term player groups or “guilds.” Taken together, the four MMOG contexts provided us a range of in-game contexts for observation while still having enough significant design features in common to enable us to consider the entire data corpus as a coherent whole.
Results: Are MMOGs Third Places?

Drawing from our pooled data and observations, we investigated whether the features of MMOG digital worlds satisfy Oldenburg’s defining criteria for “third places” of informal sociability. For the most part, MMOGs satisfy the criteria. We discuss each in turn:
I. Neutral Ground
First and foremost, third places are neutral grounds where individuals are free to come and go as they please. As Sennett (1977) argues, “people can be sociable only when they have some protection from each other” (p. 311). In a third place, individuals can enter and leave as they see fit, without having to ask permission or receive an invitation (as one might in a private space), and without having to “play host” for anyone else. Without such autonomy, the third place would not afford the equitable and informal social interactions it does. Consider, for example, the case of happy hour socializing among workplace peers: Ideally, no one person is obligated to any other to attend as status difference does not influence their third place social interaction and the workplace roles of supervisor versus supervised may be inverted (see next section).

How does this compare to the virtual spaces of MMOGs? Because social interaction in such games is mediated by individuals’ avatars instead of one’s own physical and social appearance, there is far more cross-over and mixing among individuals of different “real world” sorts. This would seem to lead to more tension and confusion as previously separated roles and statuses mix; however, the mediation of avatars often renders such differences largely irrelevant. The impact of neutral ground, therefore, is principally relevant only to the extent that the real life personas are actually known by the other participants. In many cases, perhaps most, the real life roles and statuses are unknown. This anonymity provides a safe haven beyond the reach of work and home that allows individuals to engage with others socially without the entangling obligations and repercussions that often accompany – the so-called “magic circle” of the game (Salen & Zimmerman, 2003). For cases in which the real life personas are known, there is the same potential for obligation and entanglement among persons with varying degrees of authority, but the boundaries of the game world strongly discourage it. After all, it would be uncustomary for a “real life” authority figure, for example, to pressure someone of lesser status to log in and play.

II. Leveler
A second and related criteria for third places is that an individual’s rank and status in the workplace or society at large are of no import (Oldenburg, 1999). Much like the world of sport (Huizenga, 1949), the boundary of the game creates a sense of moratorium from everyday roles (Meyrowitz, 1985). Once past that boundary, the hierarchies and tensions of daily life are only present in a limited way, much as they would be in a recreational softball league, bar dart match or bowling league. Supervisor and supervisee, parent and child, school teacher and student generally leave behind their out-of-game roles and participate as equals. This same sense of moratorium from stratified daily social life also makes MMOGs a level playing field. Status outside of the game does not impact performance or status within the game. As such, MMOGs, like physical sports, are socially useful because they are often pure meritocracies where the best players need not be wealthy, beautiful or popular. As Herz (1997) noted with early arcade games, “It didn’t matter what you drove to the arcade. If you sucked at Asteroids, you just sucked.”

The same meritocratic test applies to modern MMOGs, which undeniably explains some of their popular appeal. Huizenga (1949) noted that sports appeals to people in part because they represent a meritocracy otherwise unavailable in a world filled with unfairness. The participants in a sporting match can exercise a level of control they may not be able to experience in their jobs or personal relationships. MMOG play, much like other videogame play, has many of the same appeals. Players are able to enter a world based purely on talent and hard work. For example, players questing in a difficult area of Asheron’s Call’s world (Dereth), repeatedly found themselves in need of help and information. At no point did any player suggest to another that they deserved help or support because of their real-world status. To do so would have invited immediate derision. Instead, players cooperated and joined together to meet the challenges as collaborative groups, usually asking politely for help and nearly always receiving it. Providing an alternative to contexts in which an individual might feel marginalized, unchallenged, or disenfranchised from other mainstream activities, MMOGs represent a chance to contribute, and to be powerful, appreciated, loved or feared according to one’s own measure (instantiated as one’s own in-game goals) instead of some outside social order with “real world” consequence.1
III. Conversation is the Main Activity

MMOG game play is constituted not only by joint in-game activities but also and overwhelmingly by constant conversation around the game and beyond, ranging from debates about the mechanics of the game to discussions about art, culture, sex and politics. This latter set makes MMOG text-chat analogous to Oldenburg’s idealized third place chatter. Within MMOGs, text-based chat occurs over multiple simultaneous channels (public talk visible to all, chat for long-term groups or “clans,” and chat for temporary groups) and serves to facilitate the game’s basic functions – for example, to barter virtual goods, to organize player competitions and collaborations, and to talk both in- and out-of-character. Such basic in-game communication is necessary to navigate the game’s various obstacles with information from other players, and ongoing commentary on players' individual or shared hunts and exploits becomes a mainstay activity, especially among the more long-term, serious players. Still others use private chat channels to talk “out of character” about real-life events. In this sense, chat functions as both a one-to-one and one-to-many chat space, or, as one informant called it, “a souped up form of instant messenger.”

Such conversation is clearly a desired form of game content for MMOG players. In the words of developer J. C. Lawrence, “The basic medium of multiplayer games is communication” (Koster, n.d.). Videogame enthusiasts who did not want conversation would tend toward non-multiplayer games with far better graphical capabilities and designed-for-lone-consumer narrative text and experience. Instead, players come to MMOGs for the other players as much as (if not more than) for the game itself. Thus, conversation is a core activity, often enriched by and centering on game play, in the very same manner that Oldenburg (1999) describes: 

“Conversation is a game that mixes well with many other games according to the manner in which they are played… ‘Spectators are never quiet, and every stage of the game stimulates comment – mostly on the characteristics of the players rather than the play…’” (p.30-31). 

One variable that differentiated the Lineage games from the Asheron’s Call series was their relative amounts of player vs. player conflict. The core mechanic in Lineage is competition among guilds for in-game castles. In contrast, the Asheron’s Call games featured much less player strife due to its different game goals. Not surprisingly then, much of Lineage’s in-game conversation, even when amicable, was oriented much more toward inter- and intra-clan conflict while the general verbal traffic in Asheron’s Call was more helpful, with many veteran players paying special attention to the needs and concerns of new and confused players. Yet in each case, conversation on both game and non-game topics was frequent. These conversations extended to guild-based and game-based websites hosting forums where the chatter and topics ranged from politics to movies to game issues to the local weather (where “local” varied widely). These out-of-game conversations occurred systematically across all four titles. 
IV. Accessibility & Accommodation

According to Oldenburg (1999), third places must be easy to access: "One may go alone at almost any time of the day or evening with assurance that acquaintances will be there” (p. 32).  Across all four titles, game play did extend around the clock. The populations were heaviest in the evening hours, reflecting the free time of students and workers, but there was always someone on at any hour. Some of this was caused by player participation across a number of North American time zones, but some of it was also caused by the play of people with flexible schedules or who were unemployed and played late into the evening.

MMOGs are, in theory, accessible and accommodating to all ages and groups, but in practice, there are barriers to initial access that may warrant concern. The key requirements for play are a reasonably powerful computer or, for a handful of online-enabled games played on consoles, a less-expensive console system (e.g. Sony PlayStation, Microsoft XBox). The games themselves are typically $50 with a $15 monthly service fee, payable by credit card or store-bought gift card. The costs for access may represent significant barriers to entry for lower income households and younger players, although some data suggests that children from lower-income families spend more time playing video games than their higher-income counterparts (Study, 2003). It is unclear if these trends extend to subscription-based networked games. Adolescents typically must gain access through parents, and their parents must be able to indulge and approve of the game, which may partially account for the fact that age levels for MMOGs skew much older than for videogames in general. As Yee (2002) and Griffiths, Davies, and Chappell (Griffiths, Davies, & Chappell, 2003) have found, the player age for MMOGs averages in the late 20s for males and slightly older for females. The Asheron’s Call 2 players in this research, for example, were 27 on average and, of the 884 surveyed participants, only 12 (1.3%) were African American, and only 66 (7.5%) were Hispanic. Thus, despite the easy access and accommodation for some, the barriers to engagement in MMOGs may very well remain significant for others as a result of external factors such as costs and access to technology.

Once such barriers to initial entry are overcome and one is inside the game space, however, MMOGs tend to be inclusive, serving to “expand possibilities, whereas formal associations tend to narrow and restrict them” (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 24). Because they are perpetually accessible and played in real time, individuals can log on and off as they see fit. Barring the occasional server update, such virtual worlds are continually available social places where people enter, stay for as long as time (or parents) allow, and leave of their own accord. Most in-game activities remain impromptu as a result, depending on who is online when and what the general mood happens to be. Unlike bricks-and-mortar third places, MMOGs are most commonly accessed directly from one’s home and remain available on a daily basis for whoever cares to join in. Social mores in the game support this: Though the typical salutations and farewells are used, sudden appearances and departures are rarely made a noteworthy event. The exceptions were for scheduled events known as “raids” in which planning and coordination of groups was a necessary component. The Lineage titles, for example, required a fixed time and even rosters for large-scale “castle” sieges. Guilds that reached this level of coordination and planning were more likely to develop stronger ties over time.

V. The Regulars

“What attracts a regular visitor to a third place is supplied not by management but by the fellow customer,” notes Oldenburg (1999). “It is the regulars who give the place its character and who assure that on any given visit some of the gang will be there” (pp. 33-34). Such regulars dominate not in a numerical sense but in an affective sense, setting the tone of conversation and the general mood of the space. In the MMOG Lineage II, for example, two types of game-regulars shape the social impression of the game: (1) clan members and (2) squatters in specific virtual territories (for an interesting discussion of whether or not an entire MMOG title constitutes a third space or only specific locations within their virtual territories, see Ducheneaut, Moore, & Nickell, 2004). For the 78% of MMOGamers who join a long-term in-game guild (Seay, Jerome, Lee, & Kraut, 2004), fellow clan members set the tone of sociability by remaining ever-present within a dedicated chat window. The members depend on one another’s strengths and exploits for their own individual success in the game by cultivating a shared reputation, sharing riches, and engaging in joint activities of mutual benefit. Regulars within the group set the daily mood through their ongoing interaction with others.

While clan regulars converse in the ever-present clan chat window, the second group of regulars, squatters, reside in specific virtual territories, providing a social context specific to various areas in the game. Virtual hunting grounds vary not only in terms of level of difficulty but also in terms of who hangs out there and therefore can be heard in “local” chat. For example, an area in Lineage II called Cruma Tower is marked not only by serious “power-leveling” players (Squire & Steinkuehler, in press) but also by off-color and precocious public parlance. As one of our informants satirically commented about the area’s squatters, “You go for the experience [points], you stay for the enlightening conversation.” Moreover, regulars of both types largely determine which newcomers are accepted within the group, functioning as the “old timers” of the community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) be it group- or territory-based. Asheron’s Call 1 often had regular players who dwelled outside the shops in the major towns where they engaged in crafting activities. These players would help newcomers and tease those violating the social mores. These actions socialized those around them, engendering a sense of reliable mentorship and community stability.

VI. A Low Profile

Oldenburg argues that third places are characteristically homely. Their settings and décor defy tidiness and pretension whenever possible. MMOGs do not fit this criterion. Whereas Oldenburg stresses that ideal third places are dull and homey, MMOG spaces are typically designed to be extraordinary. The run-down real-world coffee shop or bar (complete with sawdust or scattered peanut shells) maximizes comfort by removing the trappings of pomposity. Yet MMOGs are characteristically fantastic, both literally and metaphorically, including a regular fanfare of spectacular characters and creatures that ranges, for example, from delicately drawn elves to frightening ogres and insects. In other words, MMOGs, even in their earliest incarnations, are extravagant settings for informal sociability rather than plain ones.

It is worth noting, however, that not all in-game territories are alike in these terms. If Oldenburg is correct and plainness is indeed crucial to deter pretension, it would also follow that any in-game virtual locations an MMOG might feature that is particularly grandiose, such as a castle, would be less “third place” in nature than its plainer in-game locations, such as a seedy in-game tavern or barren inn. The evidence, however, does not bear this out: The degree of pretension or formality exhibited within a game bears no relation to the degree of visual ornamentation. Instead, it seems the relaxed and casual atmosphere in some game areas stems more from the player population than from any particular virtual setting. In this way, the in-game moratorium on social roles appears to extend to the visuals as well, with players appearing to socialize no differently in a tavern than they might in a grand epic landscape of lavish castle. The low profile in the four titles here was, however, apparent in terms of function; the etiquette, conventions and social norms were all evident. For example, players standing in front of an ornate cathedral in Lineage 2 or a massive tree-based city in Asheron’s Call 2 typically chatted about game mechanics and mundane real-world matters as if they were standing in front of an office complex or shopping mall. Except for those observing the scenery for the first time, the backdrop was typically irrelevant.

Instead, the flow of conversation appears to stem more from the basic quantity of regulars that are present. This, in turn, is a function of player subscription levels. (2004)Woodcock’s  analysis of subscription growth
 (http://pw1.netcom.com/~sirbruce/Subscriptions.html) indicates that MMOG populations follow a parabolic curve, typically attracting a high number of transient customers only immediately after launch: “Large numbers of customers try the game out in a short period of time, and some of them sign up to become subscribers, but within a few short months the growth starts to slow appreciably.” Once this initial wave of gamers moves through a given title and onto the next new release, those who stay behind become the basis for a sustained community. Our observations support this conclusion: A core audience remained on the games after some level of the population departed for a sequel or the next popular release, and those who remained behind appear to play a large role as regulars in the virtual community. The impact of this overall pattern, then, is ironic: Large new releases of other MMOG titles appear to have more of an impact on social patterns in a given MMOG than the game’s own visuals do.

VII. The Mood is Playful


MMOGs are playful by definition, and the everyday social tones within them follow suit. Oldenburg argues that seriousness is anathema to a vibrant third place. Instead, frivolity, verbal word play, and wit are essential. Indeed, the introduction of seriousness in such contexts is often met with teasing and cajoling in order to return the group to a playful state. We observed this pattern time and again in our games. Players cracked jokes in the middle of epic battles, performed silly avatar-based gestures such as handstands, dances and belly laughs, and mocked each others (and their own) appearance on a regular basis. While seriousness is, at times, interjected into the game space, typically either as a result of some fluctuation of a given bonded and close social network (e.g. the dissolution of a guild) or some “real world” matter of serious import (e.g. a bombing in London or New York), such instances are circumscribed and marked as the unusual case. Generally speaking, the “golden circle” drawn around the third place relegates not only rank and status beyond the purview of the third place but also one’s personal problems and moodiness. On occasions that one’s personal problems (unless of grave consequence) were made topics for conversation, the tone was often redirected towards the humorous and light-hearted, oftentimes transforming a “troubles telling” episode into a more light-hearted one. For example, in the following excerpt,2 one player attempts to grouse about a real-world illness and a potentially uncomfortable relationship, but the other players cheerfully ignore and twist the situation into something diverting:

Liadon
how are things coming along for you soul?

Soul
i think im gonna die

Adeleide
no dont die. death is bad

Liadon
If I were so mortally wounded that I thought I was going to die, logging on lin would be on the top ten list, but after calling 911 for sure

Soul
i feel like sh1t

Liadon
are you sick?

Soul
my nose is stuffy my ear hurts and my throt is really sore

Duncan
sorry man, that stinks

Soul
my gf [girlfriend] cousin kissed me and she had streped

Adeleide
well there u go. off to the doc[tor] with u

Soul
on monday

Adeleide
er... why u kissing ur GFs cousin?

Liadon
... did you just say you are dating your cousin?

Duncan
Thats an interesting story already

Soul
idk [i dont know]

Soul
it was weird

Duncan
It sounds weird.

Liadon
I heard about a porno like that once

Zara
i was 16 once

Duncan
Liadon – lets please not even go there. :P [grin]

Soul
i wasnt kissing my gf cousin she kisses me on the cheek

Zara
so, for clarification

Zara
is this like gf/cousin

Liadon
ah... the plot thins

Soul
thats just wrong guys

Zara
hey i'm not kissing my cousin's gf 

Liadon
I thought it was his gf's cousin

Soul
i didnt tho

Duncan
My gf once kissed my cousin's gf

Adeleide
my cousin had a gf once

Liadon
I have a cousin

Soul
wow this is weird

Duncan
What sense of "had" are we using here?

Zara
eeewww

Adeleide
*gulp*

Duncan
Feeling better yet Soul?

Soul
no

Liadon
This is why I game... the interesting conversation

VIII. A Home Away from Home

In arguing for the home-like quality of third places, Oldenburg (1999) builds on Seamon’s (1979) five defining traits of “home”: rootedness, feelings of possession, spiritual regeneration, feelings of being at ease, and warmth. First, third places function as a home away from home by rooting people, providing a “physical center around which we organize our comings and goings,” (Oldenburg, 1999, p. 39), where we expect to see familiar faces, and where unusual absences are quickly noted and queried. MMOGs, although virtual, root individuals who play them in much the same ways. Participation becomes a regular part of daily life for those who play them and among guild members unusual absences (i.e., prolonged or unforeseen ones) are queried either within the game, by email or other means (e.g. internet relay chat, telephone). For example, consider the following email query send when one group member was absent from the game for more than a week:

From: Liadon 

Subject: Re: website

To: Adeleide

Haven't heard from you in a long time, wanted to touch base and make sure everything was alright - are you still coming to try the open beta?  It begins today!  Lots of good posts on our boards.  We could use the extra people, if you and [zara] come over.  Still need a few more signatures to start the guild, and I didn't want to resort to petitioning random strangers.  

Please tell Zara I said 'hi'.  

~Liadon

Results: Bridging and Bonding in MMOG Third Spaces

MMOGs fit most of Oldenburg’s criteria for third places, but given the lack of face-to-face interaction, the question remains of whether they actually lead to any social benefits. Our observations and interviews revealed that as a general rule, MMOGs function best as bridging mechanisms rather than bonding ones, although they do not preclude social ties of the latter type.

Bridging was noticeable, especially in games with a vibrant social scene. Asheron’s Call II, plagued by low subscription rates, was not a strong source of any kind of social capital simply because there were not enough people present. But in each of the other three games, players from a wide range of background mixed as equals on the level playing fields that Oldenburg praises. Lawyers and doctors played with housewives, students and manual laborers. Supporters of the two major U.S. presidential candidates discussed their televised debate while playing. Teenagers mentored adults twice their age and education in how to lead a clan. But while the bridging was frequent, it was unlikely to lead to potential resources or new information within the temporary groups that banded together for short-term goals. Rather, bridging functions were most likely to occur within the longer-term “pledges,” “guilds,” “clans” and “fellowships” that populated the games. In these, players established enough of a relationship to exchange their real-life locations, ages, professions, and other basic demographics. We saw several out-of-game websites that supported the social interactions and event planning functions of game clans, many of which were clearly the result of a lot of voluntary work.

In contrast, bonding social capital was much rarer. There were a handful of cases in which deeper, more substantive relationships formed. In most of these cases, the bonds formed within game clans and over a period of at least several months. For example, one informant met his fiancé when, after gaming online together for several years, they decided to meet face-to-face before he left for military boot camp and, after spending several days in the offline world together, they realized they were in love and decided to marry. In another case, a long-term international friendship was formed through online gaming, with one clan member from Singapore visiting the other at his business school alma mater in the States. Nearly two years later, the two friends remain in touch. In another instance, when a female clan members ended a long-standing relationship and subsequently lived alone, a cadre of fellow clan members called periodically to check in on her during the winter when she was later than usual logging in, wary of the fact that she would walk home alone in the dark and snow. Such examples of the formation of bonding relationships are compelling, although for the most part (and as with real-world gatherings) they are relatively infrequent. If the benchmark for bonding social capital is the ability to acquire emotional, practical or substantive support, MMOGs more commonly fail at the task. While some players do form deep affective relationships, these were unlikely to generate the same range of bonding benefits as real-world relationships, purely as a function of geographic dispersion and practicality. Fellow players who befriended one another at a geographical distance are less able to provide each other rides or a literal shoulder to cry on simply because they were usually in different states and if not time zones. Moreover, Oldenburg’s “playful mood” criterion often stymied players’ attempts to engage in emotionally open conversations. As illustrated by the previous example of the query sent from one gamer to another after an unusually long absence, that discussion occurred out of the game via email. And while the author tacitly signaled concern for the recipient’s well being, he would have also been unable to offer much (non-remote and non-digitally mediated) assistance had there been no response.

Some scholars would consider these results as a cause for concern, citing, for example, Beniger’s (1987) claim that Internet-based forms of social networking foster the emergence of little more than “pseudo” communities. However, such a view may ignore important nuances by concluding that a given online community is wholly “good” or “bad” rather than taking the extra step and investigating what functions the online community does and does not fulfill. The “pseudo” community critique privileges the bonding half of social capital and largely ignores the bridging. Yet such an approach assumes that the only gains worth having come from bonding social capital. And as a long line of social analysis has shown (Granovetter, 1973, 1974; Haythornthwaite, 2002), bridging social capital serves a vital function within human relationships and communities. Without it, individuals would remain sheltered from alternative viewpoints and cultures and largely ignorant of opportunities and information beyond their own closely bound social network. 

Clearly, a reliance on only one form of social capital over another is harmful. At one extreme the individual is widely connected but unsupported and uncared for. At the other extreme the individual is loved and sheltered but utterly isolated from newness. The question for virtual communities such as MMOGs, then, is to what extent they shift the balance between bridging and bonding. Our conclusion is that MMOGs shift the balance toward bridging. For the individual without enough bridging, they would be a helpful complement. For the individual with more than enough, they are not as socially useful. And for those who use them extensively, these patterns can be exacerbated. For the totally isolated person, MMOGs are a window into new worlds of people and ideas. But for the person seeking emotional and substantive support, they represent a potential pitfall. In light of the growing evidence of decline of crucial civic and social institutions, it may well be that the former classification “lacking bridging” best characterizes the everyday American citizen. This is, after all, the overall thrust of Oldenburg’s argument:

“In the absence of an informal public life, people’s expectations toward work and family life have escalated beyond the capacity of those institutions to meet them. Domestic and work relationships are pressed to supply all that is wanting and much that is missing in the constricted life-styles of those without community. The resulting strain on work and family institutions is glaringly evident…. In the absence of an informal public life, Americans are denied those means of relieving stress that serve other cultures so effectively.”  (p. 9-10)

EndNotes

1 In practice, there is a social order within MMOGs that bears on a given avatar’s success; however, unlike “real world” contexts, games function as a moratorium, allowing more “play” between what an individual cares to achieve and what others expect or desire of him/her.

2 The transcript excerpts are verbatim save changes for ease of reading, such as typographical corrections and supplementation of dietic references or truncations with appropriate, expanded referents [in square brackets]. Pseudonyms are used in place of all actual avatars names.
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Table 1. Oldenburg’s Eight Characteristics of “Third Places”
	Characteristic
	Definition

	Neutral Ground
	Third places are neutral grounds where individuals are free to come and go as they please with little obligation or entanglements with other participants.

	Leveler
	Third places are spaces in which an individual’s rank and status in the workplace or society at large are of no import. Acceptance and participation is not contingent on any prerequisites, requirements, roles, duties, or proof of membership.

	Conversation is Main Activity
	In third places, conversation is a main focus of activity in which playfulness and wit are collectively valued.

	Accessibility & Accommodation
	Third places must be easy to access and are accommodating to those who frequent them. 

	The Regulars
	Third places include a cadre of regulars who attract newcomers and give the space its characteristic mood.

	A Low Profile
	Third places are characteristically homely and without pretension.

	The Mood is 
Playful
	The general mood in third places is playful and marked by frivolity, verbal word play and wit.

	A Home Away 
from Home
	Third places are home-like in terms of Seamon’s (1979) five defining traits: rootedness, feelings of possession, spiritual regeneration, feelings of being at ease, and warmth.
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