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CHAPTER THREE: Situated Identities AS Styles of Play
in Massively Multiplayer Online Games

The importance of videogaming to contemporary popular culture is increasingly moving past mere news-worthiness and into solid scholarship in fields as diverse as business (e.g., Beck & Wade, 2004), economics (e.g., Castronova 2001), sociology (e.g., Taylor & Kolko, 2003), education (e.g., Gee 2003; Squire 2003), psychology (e.g., Turkle 1995; Yee 2004), and law (e.g., Lastowka & Hunter, 2004). The concomitant influence of gaming culture on broader society has likewise received attention, with texts such as Beck & Wade’s (2004) Got Game: How the Gamer Generation is Reshaping Business Forever just the latest in a growing line of reports on the influence of the ethos of videogame play on work, school, and social life. Game culture is quickly becoming synonymous with young adult and youth culture more broadly, evidenced by the moniker now used to refer to the post Generation X crowd: the Nintendo generation.

Such trends should not surprise us. Despite baby-boomers’ periodic dismissal of such activities as barren play (e.g. Solomon 2004; Welsch 2004), videogames do constitute a complex and nuanced set of (virtual) material, social, and discursive practices, tied to particular communities and consequential for membership and identity. As I have argued elsewhere (Steinkuehler, in press), gaming is participation in a “big D” Discourse (Gee, 1999): 

“Discourses” with a capital “D”… [are] different ways in which we humans integrate language with non-language “stuff,” such as different ways of thinking, acting, interacting, valuing, feeling, believing, and using symbols, tools, and objects in the right places and at the right times so as to enact and recognize different identities and activities, give the material world certain meanings, distribute social goods in a certain way, make certain sorts of meaningful connections in our experience, and privilege certain symbols systems and ways of knowing over others. (p. 13)

The Discourse of gaming is one with fuzzy boundaries that expand with continued play: What is at first confined to the game alone soon spills over into the virtual world beyond it (e.g., websites, chatrooms, email) and even life off-screen (e.g., telephone calls, face-to-face meetings). The communities these practices serve likewise expand from collections of in-character playmates to real-world affinity groups. Moreover, such virtual communities function as an important mechanism of enculturation for those who participate in them: Members scaffold and apprentice others into not only a set of shared practices but also a tacit ideological perspective as well (Steinkuehler 2004b).

There is an interesting tension, however, between generalizations drawn about game culture natives and the fact that games are, at root, “customizable experiences” (Gee 2003). On the one hand, gamers are collectively described as comfortable with risk, adept at “going meta” in situations by reflectively changing point of view, and inclined to privilege “chops” over authority (Beck & Wade, 2004); on the other, part of what makes videogames so alluring is that individuals can engage with them in idiosyncratic ways. Games, more so than nearly any other media preceding them, are thoroughly interactive, allowing us to inhabit them in ways contingent on our own “economy of pleasure” (Gee, 2005). Clearly, in the broadest sense, the impetus to seek out such customized experiences in the first place is a characteristic all gamers must, on some level, share. And too, there are sure to be other commonalities as well. But an equally fruitful avenue to explore is how gamers vary in the ways they take up games. In the context of massively multiplayer online games (graphical 2- or 3-D videogames played online such that individuals, through their self-created digital characters or “avatars,” interact not only with the gaming software but with other players’ avatars as well), consideration of varying “styles of play” is already well under way.

Bartle’s Framework: Styles of Play in MMOGs

In 1996, Bartle published a (now famous) framework for describing varying styles of play in MUDs (the text-based precursor to today’s graphical MMOGs ) based on a data corpus of discussion board debate among 15 wizzes (expert MUD gamers) of the topic: “What do people want out of a MUD?” This framework is represented as a Cartesian plane in which position in space along two basic axes define player types (see Figure 3).

______________________

Insert Figure 3 about here.

______________________

In his essay, Bartle first details the “player versus world” axis, which captures the extent to which individual gamers focused on the virtual environment of the game versus other players within it. Next, Bartle describes the “interact with versus act on” axis, which captures the extent to which gamers displayed an interest in interacting with the game system and/or other people within it versus acting on them. Together, these two axes form four basic quadrants of styles of play: (Q I) achievers, those focused on leveling their avatar in terms of experience and equipment, (Q II) interveners, those focused on acting on others in the game, primary through grief play such as player-killing (PKing), (Q III) socializers, those focused on interaction with their fellow players, and (Q IV) explorers, those focused on mapping out the game space, be it the virtual terrain or the underlying game rules. 

Bartle’s (1996) taxonomy has been tremendously influential in game studies and has, since its publication, been codified in many noteworthy game designs. For example, in Sony Online’s Star Wars Galaxies, one can now find player classes such as “Entertainers” that are designed primarily with (Q III) socializers in mind. Bartle’s distinctions among achievers, explorers, socializers, and interveners have proven analytically quite useful as one can discern patterns among gamers’ activities and interviews that resonate with these now-familiar play-style types, albeit in intersecting and complex ways; however, like all models, his taxonomy foregrounds some variables and relationships at the expense of others. For example, consider the following excerpt from an interview with a Lineage II gamer named Liadon
 :

I consider myself to be a very competitive gamer.  Not just with our enemies on the field of battle, but even in the clan (even if I don’t really mention it).  For example, I always try to be the highest level, have the strongest sword/armor, or undertake the most dangerous tasks. I take my fun very seriously most of the time, willing to do almost anything to ensure my success.  Primarily I try to do this by furthering the group.  If the group is successful then the individuals therein will be respected.  If someone is an incredible gamer but associated with a poor group, nothing he does will ever be sufficient.

In this example, Liadon describes his own style of play in language that clearly resonates with Bartle’s achiever type (acting on rather than acting with, and oriented toward the virtual world rather than the people in it). For example, he comments that his goal is “to be the highest level, have the strongest sword/armor” and that he is “willing to do almost anything to ensure [his] success.” However, it is equally worth noting that his orientation toward achievement is couched in thoroughly social terms and interactive terms: He considers himself a “competitive gamer… Not just with [the clans’] enemies on the field of battle, but even in the clan,” and he notes that, as part of his efforts to be the “highest level,” he focuses on “furthering the group.” It would seem, then, that placing him in the quadrant characterized by “focused on world” and “acting on” is somewhat problematic. After all, he appears equally characterized by their opposites: “focused on people,” since other gamers are construed as both the context and means of his achievement, and “interacting with,” since he is clearly invested in furthering the clan as a way to further his own individual progress.

It is precisely these sorts of complexities in gamers’ conceptions of in-game styles of play that motivated the research described herein. Clearly such data can be accounted for using Bartle’s original taxonomy, yet only partially, even when we take into account Bartle’s original assertion that his taxonomy is designed to only approximate gamers’ styles of play – what they “tend toward” rather than what they “are” in some essentialized way. Gamers themselves appear to have more complex and nuanced views about styles of play – both their own and that of their gamemates – than these original two axes might suggest. Thus, in order to explicate a fuller range of what these indigenous views might be, I conducted a series of structured interviews using repertory grid analysis methods in order to tease out ways that we might further articulate and enhance Bartle’s (1996) original taxonomy. In what follows, I briefly describe the context of my research, the methods used for this investigation, and their results. Based on these data, I found that gamers categorize themselves and other gamers along multiple axes, shaped and constrained not only by the game’s design but also and equally by broader sociocultural constructs, such as aggressiveness, expertise, and willingness to take risks. Building on these constructs, I then suggest the ways in which these dimensions intersect to produce recognizable and persistent – yet situated in terms of both game design and culture – identities within the MMOG context of this research.

Methods

Lineage, the MMOG context of this research, is now in its second incarnation. Lineage I: The Blood Pledge was first released in Korea in 1997. After three years of success in the Korean gaming sphere, it expanded to America to currently claim roughly 2.7 million global subscribers (Woodcock 2004). Set in medieval times, this 2-D game features not only the regular cast of fantasy characters (elves, knights, magicians) but also a royal cast of prince/esses, each claiming to be the legitimate heir to the throne and therefore forced to compete with one another to recruit other classes of characters into their clan or “pledge” as both protection and armed forces for castles siege. Its 3-D sequel, Lineage II: The Chaotic Chronicle, released in Korea in November of 2003 and expanded to America in April of 2004, currently claims nearly 1.5 million concurrent subscriptions globally (Woodcock 2004). Set 150 years earlier than Lineage I but situated in a similar virtual landscape, Lineage II captures the period of strife before any legitimate bloodline to the virtual throne has been established. Within the game, members of all races (human, orc, elf, dark elf, dwarf) and classes (fighter, crafter, mage, etc.) again join forces in the form of clans to compete for castle control in server-wide sieges and clan battles.
For roughly two years now, I have been conducting a cognitive ethnography (Hutchins 1995) of MMOGameplay that incorporates both (a) traditional “thick description” (Geertz 1973) ethnographic methods such as participatory observation, unstructured and semi-structured interviews with informants, and the collection and analysis of community documents (e.g. player-authored user manuals, fan sites, fan fiction, game-related discussion boards), and (b) strategic data collection and analysis methods borrowed from traditional distributed cognition studies (Steinkuehler, Black, and Clinton, 2005) in order to better understand specific socially and materially distributed cognitive practices of interest. The investigation detailed here is of the latter form – a focused study using methods culled from existing cognitive research, in this case, in order to investigate the ways in which gamers themselves construe “styles of play” in the context of MMOGs. In order to unpack the worlds of meaning gamers use to categorize play styles, I used repertory grid techniques (described below).

Eight gamers, including myself, participated in the study. I chose to include myself among the informants since a core part of my research is participant observation – with emphasis on the “participation” part as I consider myself a gamer first, games researcher second and do strongly believe that the only way to understand gaming cultures on their own terms is to legitimately participate in them. All eight participants are experienced gamers, with seven having played MMOGs for more than two years and the eighth having played only six months online but having engaged in live action role playing games (LARPs) and single player games for more than two decades. The participants were chosen based on expertise, defined not only in terms of years of gaming experience but also in terms of how other Lineage II gamers generally oriented toward them during everyday gameplay. Of the eight participants total, three also have previous game design experience. In this light, the findings discussed below should be understood as based on a selected subset of expert gamers, much like Bartle’s original work.

Repertory Grid Analysis

At root, repertory grid techniques (Fransella & Bannister, 1977) are simply a way of structuring a conversation in order to elicit participants’ own constructs or categories (in this case, “styles of play”) for sense making within some domain (here, MMOGs). As discussed in Steinkuehler and Derry (2001), such methods are originally based on the theory of personal constructs (Kelly 1955) which posits that individuals actively construct interpretations of the world around them. Blowers and O’Connor (1996) describe this theory as the following: 

the universe is a domain open to continual revision. [Kelly] sees us as constructivists, taking an active interpretive view of the world. It assumes a subjective realism by which each of us interprets the world according to our construals of its possibilities. (p. 2)

In order to understand the world of meaning a given individual or group of individuals inhabits, repertory grid interviews are used to explicate each individual’s system of personal constructs. Thus, the extent to which two or more individuals share a similar set of constructs indicates the extent to which they experience and interpret the world in similar ways. Such constructs are operationalized as bipolar, abstract dimensions that a person uses to distinguish among elements in the world. From this theoretical perspective, the axes of Bartle’s original taxonomy – “player versus world” and “interact with versus act on” – are two such constructs.

Repertory grid analysis consists of two main phases: a knowledge elicitation phase and a rating grid phase. First, an individual's constructs are elicited in response to a given category or element – in this case, a participant-selected set of fellow gamers whose style of play each given interviewee felt familiar enough with to use as the basis of categorization. Next, the participant is presented a series of triads of elements (i.e. gamers), one randomly selected triad at a time. For each triad, the participant is asked to state the most important attribute that distinguishes the two most similar members of the presented triad from the third outlying member. Both the discriminating and opposing construct is then recorded. This process is repeated until the participant runs out of constructs (i.e., several constructs are repeated and new constructs no longer emerge). Once a representative list of bipolar constructs is elicited as such, the rating grid phase begins. Participants are then asked to score all elements (ie. fellow gamers a given participant listed) in terms of each construct on a 1-5 scale with a “1” rating typically assigned to the similarity or emergent pole and a “5” rating typically assigned to the contrast pole. An example grid is shown below (Table 4).

______________________

Insert Table 4 about here.

______________________

Data generated using repertory grid techniques can be analyzed in several different ways. The most common methods used include factor analysis, principal component analysis, multidimensional scaling (each extract factors in slightly different ways) and cluster analysis (which produces clusters or groups that indicates common attributes). Analyses can be greatly enhanced with the aid of computer software packages and web applications designed specifically for the repertory grid technique. In this particular study, I used Shaw and Gaines’ (2004) Rep IV (Version 1.0), which treats the elements (gamers) within each grid (such as the one shown in Table 4) as “points plotted in an n-dimensional space defined by the constructs as axes centered on the means of the elements.” (p. 16). The data are then rotated through principal component analysis in order to generate 2-dimensional graphs analogous to Bartle’s (1996) original figure but based on the dimensions underlying each participants’ own framework for thinking about varying “styles of play” in the context of the gamers they initially listed.

Analysis

RepGrid Example

I will begin with examination of an individual construct graph representing the distinctions made among “styles of play” in MMOGs at the level of the individual gamer before moving on to a discussion of the shared features among all eight. The graph shown in Figure 4 (below) represents the ways in which Gaveldor, an experienced Lineage gamer, drew distinctions among the styles of play of the eight gamers he selected as the basis for the interview. The primary x- and y- axes represent the two principal components among his self-generated constructs, together accounting for roughly 80% of the variance among grid ratings (the standard threshold in such studies for selection of two primary components). What is first noticeable about this graph is that the majority of constructs (represented as axes) cluster around the first major axis, while only two cluster around the second. The constructs clustering around the first axis include distinctions regarding the extent to which a gamer is a social negotiator versus social aggressor. Hence, the x-axis is labeled as such. The second (y-) axis, aligned tightly with the dimension labeled “rich versus sparse game system knowledge” (and thus labeled degree of game system knowledge) also clusters with one other construct – “aggressive action versus passive support.” Based on the labels assigned to it, one might expect this sub-construct to cluster with the first axis rather than the second; however, review of Gaveldor’s comments during elicitation of this construct during the interview indicates that it refers to avatar class (melee characters versus healer characters) rather than degree of social aggressiveness per se. Thus, it would seem that, within the set of eight gamers Gaveldor selected for this study, those who play melee characters are construed as having more knowledge about the game system. Such findings bear on the pool of gamers used, but we would be hard pressed to justify their generalization beyond the context of this particular interview.

______________________

Insert Figure 4 about here.

______________________

The constructs clustering with the first axis, social negotiator versus social aggressor, warrant further inspection. Within the graph (Figure 4), we see that Gaveldor’s distinction between social negotiators and social aggressors includes whether or not a given gamer is better characterized as “laid back” or “hot-headed” and the extent to which he or she treats player-versus-player (PvP) combat as a “means” rather than an “end.” Both distinctions make intuitive sense, with one pole of the axis characterized by a more or less amicable disposition within the game and the other an overtly aggressive one. Other constructs that cluster tightly with this axis, however, are more curious. For example, closer inspection of Gaveldor’s graph indicates that this axis is also closely related to notions such as an interest in role-play versus technical progress, a focus on others’ progress in the game rather than (or in addition to) one’s own, and an orientation toward sociability rather than progression through levels. Thus, subsumed within the principal component social negotiator versus social aggressor are distinctions that we might label more broadly as oriented toward play versus efficiency and social interdependence versus social independence. Formulated as such, these two broader constructs are featured in half or more of the seven remaining graphs constructed for this analysis (discussed below).

Clearly there are echoes of Bartle’s original taxonomy here, in that Gaveldor’s x-axis of social negotiator versus aggressor is reminiscent of acting on versus interacting with which Bartle originally used to differentiate (Q II) interveners from (Q III) socializers (see Figure 5). One might therefore consider the x-dimension of Gaveldor’s graph merely a subset of Bartle’s – the left-most half (Q II & Q III). However, the nuances of Gaveldor’s x-axis, represented by the constructs clustering around it, cut across three quadrants, not just the leftmost two. The only way to match the two taxonomies, then, is to collapse Bartle’s two axes into one of interacting with people versus acting on the world. Such a move is less than desirable, however, for several reasons. First, it would further simplify rather than unpack what goes into styles of play in MMOGs. Moreover, it would be fallacious given that Gaveldor’s constructs do, in fact, distinguish between Bartle’s achiever (Q I) and intervener (Q II) categories as well as (Q III) socializers and (Q IV) explorers (see Figure 4). In other words, there is no clear way to consider these data a mere “subset” of Bartle’s original framework without either grossly distorting one or the other of Bartle’s original two constructs. Thus, even the construct in Gaveldor’s “world of intepretation”  (Blowers & O’Connor, 1996) that appears most similar to Bartle’s original dimensions of “styles of play” in MMOGs is, indeed, nothing short of an elaboration and further articulation of the original construct.

______________________

Insert Figure 5 about here.

______________________

Aggregated Findings

If, then, gamers distinguish among “styles of play” in MMOGs in ways that are not completely accounted for by Bartle’s framework (as I argue above), what are the important distinctions they use? If not people versus world and act on versus interact with, what then? Across all eight participants’ repertory grids, five basic axes of differentiation among “styles of play” emerged, as shown in Table 5. Each of these five cardinal constructs functions as a major axis for differentiating styles of play in at least two of eight graphs and appears as a minor construct in at least one other. In what follows, I briefly describe each of the five constructs, in order of importance given their commonality across all eight graphs.
______________________

Insert Table 5 about here.

______________________

Social interdependence versus social independence. The distinction between gamers who are socially interdependent (“have strong in-game community ties,” Duncan) and those who remained independent (“loners,” Zara) appear in all eight graphs, functioning as a major axis in half. Clearly, among the participants of this study, this distinction plays an important role in differentiating among people’s style of gameplay. Throughout the data corpus, this construct is frequently formulated in terms of “group oriented versus lone wolf” (Defender), “socializer versus soloer” (Dargon), and, as we saw in Gaveldor’s graph, “focused on others’ progress versus focused on one’s own.” Thus the picture that emerges is one of gamers who are networked within in-game communities with reciprocal systems of support (cf. the “third place argument,” Steinkuehler, 2005) versus those that play alone (much as one might in a single player game). Socially interdependent gamers are repeatedly described as more out-going, willing “to talk to anyone out of the blue” (Dargon). As one participant aptly summarized the difference, “The third [socially independent] one would be running off and killing stuff while other two [socially interdependent ones] would be standing there talking to each other about how to help each other level up.” (Clambake)

Play versus efficiency. The second-most prevalent distinction among play-styles that was drawn, representing a major axis in five of eight graphs and appearing in a sixth, was between gamers who focused on play versus those who were “mindful of efficiency” (Duncan, emphasis added) in leveling one’s avatar. This distinction was at times formulated in terms of an orientation toward “exploration” versus “achievement,” reminiscent of Bartle’s original taxonomy. Curiously, however, an even stronger emphasis was placed on endurance itself. It is not merely that interviewees juxtaposed those gamers who focused on achievement with gamers who did not; rather, they distinguished between gamers who play the online game as a classic “min-max problem” (Defender) of “knowing how to apply the rules to get maximal results with minimal penalties” (Wikipedia, n.d.) and those who do not. In these data, what marks the efficiency-focused gamer from the play-focused one is less a matter of “acting on a world” rather than “interacting with it” as it is one of  “having perseverance” (Liadon) or “persistence” (Duncan) in methodically hunting areas and monsters that maximize the ratio “[experience points + loot from monsters] / time.” While play oriented gamers demonstrate a willingness to hunt in areas with less than optimal experience for their avatar class and level, efficiency oriented gamers  are “hardcore business-like about getting the right outcomes” (Zara). As one participant commented, “The first two [play-focused] gamers just try to get to level 40 whatever way they can. They get bored by just leveling and after a few spawns are ready to go explore. The third [efficiency-focused gamer] is very determined. He gets his mind on something and doesn’t quit.” (Liadon)

Social negotiator versus social aggressor. As illustrated in the previous examination of Gaveldor’s repertory grid analysis (see Figure 4), the extent to which gamers are social negotiators versus social aggressors also emerges across the interviews as an important construct for differentiating among MMOG styles of play. Although less prevalent as the last two constructs, this distinction does bear out in several participants’ data in similar ways. Most often it is framed in terms of “willingness to back down and talk through a situation versus starting trouble” “socially passive versus aggressive,” “uses PvP [player versus player combat] as a means not an end,” and “socially supportive of others versus socially aggressive with others.” Curiously, however, Bartle’s original taxonomy conflates the two, grouping philanthropists and player killers (PKs) as one monolithic quadrant labeled interveners for their proclivity for acting on people: 

Killers [i.e. Interveners] get their kicks from imposing themselves on others. This may be “nice,” ie. busybody do-gooding, but few people practice such an approach because the rewards (a warm, cosy inner glow, apparently) aren’t very substantial. Much more commonly, people attack other players with a view to killing of their personae. (Bartle 1996, p. 4)

These data, however, simply do not warrant the categorization of both social negotiators and social aggressors as the same. Instead, “busybody do-gooders” and “killers” are collectively seen as direct opposites of one another and the continuum that runs between these two poles appears to play an important role in gamers’ own thinking about styles of play.

Degree of game system knowledge. This construct, likewise illustrated in the example of Gaveldor’s data given previously (again, see Figure 4), functions as a dominant axis in two participant’s grids and appears as a sub-construct in two others. The degree of game system knowledge a given gamer is seen to possess is consistently formulated across the four grids that feature it in terms of “more or less game content knowledge” and “game system literacy versus still learning.” Given the social status conferred within gaming communities for robust content knowledge and practical “chops” within the virtual space of most games (cf. Beck & Wade, 2004), it is not surprising that expertise emerges as a significant differentiator among gamer types. It might seem curious, however, that it is viewed as directly related to style of play. Yet, based on what we know about cognition and learning, this relationship would only seem obvious: As people gain expertise in a particular domain, their practice changes. If this were not the case, it would be hard to see the entire point to centuries of formal and informal education. Thus, degree of expertise, so to speak, also emerges as an important construct for differentiating individuals’ style of play. It is worth noting, however, that game system knowledge also entails facility within the sociopolitical world online. As one gamer commented, “the two [game experts] are old school and knowledgeable gamers, especially in terms of Lineage’s politics, the third [less expert gamer] is new to social scene.” (Zara)

Prudence versus risk-taking. The final construct that emerged within participants’ graphs as significant bears on the extent to which a given gamer is adverse to risk. Although last and least common across the data corpus, this construct did function as a major axis in two of the eight graphs and appeared as an ancillary construct in one additional graph. Formulations of this construct within the interviews include: “conservative versus risk-taking,” “contemplator versus decisive,” “sober versus rash,” “cautious versus spontaneous,” and even “not dependable versus dependable.” Perhaps the only intersection between this emergent axis and Bartle’s original taxonomy is the contrast drawn between “dependable” and “exploratory,” with the first pole describing the “do-gooders” that fall into Bartle’s (Q II) intervener category and the opposite pole clearly describing Bartle’s (Q IV) explorer category. Again, however, there is no clear way to consider this construct a mere subset of Bartle’s original framework without either grossly distorting one or the other of Bartle’s original two.

Discussion

Game Design or Game Culture?

In this study, the two most common axes participants used to differentiate other gamers were social interdependence versus social independence and play versus efficiency. Not surprising, given the way that Lineage, the MMOG context of this research, is designed. In both incarnations, the Lineage clan system is tightly coupled to both the guiding narrative of the game and the virtual world’s economic system, resulting is a complex social space of affiliations and disaffiliations, constructed largely out of shared (or disparate) social and material practices (Steinkuehler in press). Moreover, the most notorious feature of Lineage II since its release is its terrific grind (Brophy 2004; Duffek 2004; Park 2004). Nearly all MMOGs are marked by the standard “kill monsters, gain riches, get better equipment in order to kill monsters more efficiently” cycle (Karlsen 2004) (see Figure 6), but in Lineage (II, in particular) that “treadmill” is notably slower, more laborious, and, well, painful. Thus, it is a setting that, by design, tends to favor social collaboration and flat out grinding through avatar levels. It is no wonder, then, that notions such as “social interdependence” and “efficiency” play an important role in Lineage gamers’ thinking about the ways in which they themselves and others engage with it. 

______________________

Insert Figure 6 about here.

______________________

Is this to say, then, that the game’s design alone accounts for the individually distinctive ways in which participants in this study, for example, carve their MMOG social world into “types”? Clearly not. The repertory grid analyses used in this study illustrate how each individual participant actively constructs interpretations of the online game they inhabit. Shared features among the graphs highlight the extent to which these eight gamers construe their online social worlds in similar ways – not only in terms aligned with the game’s design, such as “social interdependence” and “efficiency,” but also and equally in terms aligned with broader cultural, social and personal themes, such as aggressiveness, expertise, and willingness to take risks. As Squire and Steinkuehler (2004) have previously argued, 

MMOGs, as they form are not just the result of technical specifications but importantly and equally, cultural processes as well… Because MMOGs are living, breathing cultures, player practices do not always align with the intentions of designers as one might anticipate…. A real tension emerges when designers are, essentially, expected to “design for emergence.” One can put incentive structures in place, but one cannot predict the results with any meaningful degree of certainty. (p. 17)

In gaming culture perhaps more than anywhere else, the line between media consumption (playing games) and production (constructing personalized experiences from those games) is very much blurred. In gamers’ constructions of “styles of play,” the lines between game design and game culture blur in just the same way.

Situated Identities

Another way to conceptualize “styles of play” is as the social/material fodder for the authoring of identities. In their influential book Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds, Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) define identity as “specific to practices and activities situated in historically contingent, socially enacted, culturally constructed ‘worlds’” (p. 7). Here, identity and agency are narrativized objectifications of self-understandings that individuals create, maintain, and transform as guides to subsequent behavior. They are self-authored, yet improvised from the cultural resources at hand. From this perspective, then, the shared styles of play constructs that emerge across these interviews together form, if only partially, the landscape of “types of gamers” that individuals who inhabit Lineage have available to them for the fashioning of the “kind of persons” they both enact and recognize.

Examination of the eight participants’ graphs in this study reveals more-or-less persistent “gamer types” that cluster together along similar axes across similar graphs. For example, Figure 7 displays two main gamer types identified within one participant’s constructs: (a) grinders, characterized by social independence, a focus on efficiency, and the tendency to be aggressive to others (i.e., gamers A & F, which functioned as elements for the basis of construct development), and (b) third place casuals, who treat the virtual world as a space for informal sociability (Steinkuehler, 2005) and who are commonly characterized by social interdependence, a focus on play, and a tendency to be negotiators with others if and when conflicts of interest arise (i.e., gamers B, C, D, E, & G, also used as elements within the interview). 

______________________

Insert Figure 7 about here.

______________________

Aggregating across all eight participants’ graphs, several additional “archetypal” gamer identities do fall out: the fuss pots, who soberly ponder over in-game social and material decisions, as if both share the same level of consequence as decisions in everyday off-screen life; mavericks who, in contrast, treat both social and material reality within the game as a space for play and provocation, oftentimes risking the corporeal and/or social status of their avatar in the quest for grand escapades and good laughs; beta-vets, who are socially interdependent, negotiators on the social plane, risk-takers on the material one, yet recognizable experts in both; n00bs, by definition, their exact opposite; politicians, whose social aggression is calculated; gankers, whose social aggression is not; and even peacekeepers and hotheads, those who maintain the social status quo versus those who tend to stir up the pot. From this sundry assortment of gamer types, one is reminded of that much-circulated ancient Chinese encyclopedia entry reported by Borges (1952/1993):

 These ambiguities, redundancies, and deficiencies recall those attributed by Dr. Franz Kuhn to a certain Chinese encyclopedia entitled Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge. On those remote pages it is written that animals are divided into (a) those that belong to the Emperor, (b) embalmed ones, (c) those that are trained, (d) suckling pigs, (e) mermaids, (f) fabulous ones, (g) stray dogs, (h) those that are included in this classification, (i) those that tremble as if they were mad, (j) innumerable ones, (k) those drawn with a very fine camel’s hair brush, (l) others, (m) those that have just broken a flower vase, (n) those that resemble flies from a distance.

The categories of “gamer types” that emerge from the data corpus examined here overlap with one another in messy ways, leaving much of the matrix of all (25 = 32) possibilities either glommed together in strange ways or simply unaccounted for. Not only are the labels given to categories are idiosyncratic (those used above are pulled from transcripts of the interviews), contingent on which individual graph we turn our analytical eye toward, but their necessary and sufficient criteria for membership change from participant to participant, with each emphasizing constructs he or she presumably find most salient. To complicate the picture even further, individuals’ more predominant constructs for interpreting others are oftentimes, within the context of the repertory grid interviews, those used to describe their own “style of play” as well. Thus, this construct space for authoring others is, at times, a curious reflection of the space though which gamers author their own displayed identities as well.

There is an analytic urge in the creation of typologies to articulate out all possible combinations of constructs into a fully specified matrix of possibility and then fill each cell within, presuming theoretical possibility confers practical actuality. Perhaps, at root, it is a natural instinct in every researcher to simplify the model to its most elegant instantiation and remove all contradictory and perplexing characteristics as mere noise. Yet Bartle’s (1996) original “styles of play” taxonomy, with its conflation of gamer-indigenous categories as distinctive as “do-gooders” and “killers” into one (Q II, interveners) to allow the depiction of “gamer types” as an elegant Cartesian plane, might function, in this context, as a caveat. If we are to capture the “space of authoring” that gamers actually evoke to interpret and explain others (as well as themselves), such simplification may very well lead us down a garden path toward elegance but inaccuracy. Gamers’ own thinking about styles of play and the identities they underwrite are a conflation of design characteristics and emergent culture of the context of the MMOG they inhabit, situated within the myriad of contexts they themselves encounter with others, with some configurations of constructs evoked for sense-making in some social/material contexts, other configurations evoked in order to explain others. They are therefore complicated and necessarily messy. Our analyses of them ought to be a testament to this fact.

Shared patterns in the ways participants think about styles of MMOGameplay do exist, but not in any simple, two-dimensional way. Still, such commonalities provide a starting point for thinking about ways we might augment and enhance our existing theorizing about games – in this case, Bartle’s (1996) original theory of online styles of play. My argument here is not that the taxonomy Bartle originally posited is somehow inaccurate or poorly grounded in actual observation and participation in games and gaming culture. He is, after all, developer of the first MUD and based his theory on an extended discussion among gamers in which he was an active participant. Rather, my argument is that, as researchers and developers in the nascent field of game studies, we would do well to further elaborate the ways in which gamers themselves construe their virtual worlds and experiences, in all their complicated messiness. Indeed, in-depth investigation into the “worlds of meaning” created, maintained, and displayed by so-called “end users” may very well be the only solid foundation on which to theorize a culture so definitively constructivist, heteroglossic, and hermeneutic (Steinkuehler, Black & Clinton, 2005) as that of games.










� 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 to protect (virtual) identity.











