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The only thing that will redeem mankind is cooperation.

– Bertrand Russell

Games have changed much and yet very little over the years.  A clear indication of 
how much they have changed would be the sheer volume of games that are now available.  
Comparatively, the amount of games played as little as fifty years ago comes no where near 
the quantity of games now available.  A plethora of new games are being churned out;
exploring new ways of experiencing reality, time, space, combat, racing, fishing, and so on.  
Yet perhaps the most important – and dynamic – way games are changing would be the 
increasing complexity of social interactions between game players.

Comparing Victorian parlor games to Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs) is 
an excellent (yet odd) example.  Obviously the content of the two games are likely to be 
enormously different, but what the two games share is remarkable – cooperation.  The 
aptitude for humans to cooperate is so engrained in human behavior that the tendencies to 
act socially are exhibited quite the same even in two games as oddly paired as these are.  
The intricacies of this social interaction are fascinating, and go on to prove that humans are 
undoubtedly social creatures, and their behavior in play reflects this.

Social interaction between game players is getting increasingly complex, yet an 
elemental code of behaviors continues to dictate the way game players behave.  
Cooperative game play in both Victorian parlor games and MMOGs are still dominated by 
the importance of social interaction between players.

This dichotomy of change is a little confusing.  Obviously in the realm of game play, 
comparing Victorian parlor games to MMOGs is like comparing apples to apple juice.  But it 
is a worth-while discourse; investigating this social interaction in games will lead to a better 
understanding of the interaction of people in all facets of life.  Ultimately, playing games is a 
way to simulate real-world experience in a less-than dangerous setting.  Tiger cubs “play” 
fight to train themselves for opportunities in the future when they will need to call on this 
experience to coordinate their actions.  Extrapolating this to the world of video games may 
prove to be difficult, but would make sense entirely if upon the viewing of the 80’s film 
D.A.R.Y.L. (apparently the racing game Pole Position teaches children how to fly XR-71 
Blackbirds).

Much research has been carried out in the field of play, and the importance of the 
interaction between individuals that play.  For the purposes of this study, an investigation of 
one of the newest arenas of cooperative play will be conducted in hopes to form a better 
understanding of how game play is changing, yet the importance of cooperative game play 
remains crucial; truly one of the most exciting places to explore changing attitudes in social 
gaming would be in MMOGs.  Blizzard’s 2004 release of World of Warcraft was the chosen 
MMOG for this research.  The world of World of Warcraft is host to an array of different 
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players playing for different reasons, and proved to be an excellent landscape to study 
social interaction.

Literature Review

French sociologist Roger Caillois’ work on the relationship of culture to play does well 
to give an idea of why and how humans use play.  To define play, he actually borrows a 
lengthy exert from Dutch historian and linguist Johan Huizinga (1961):

Summing up the formal characteristics of play we might call it a free activity 
standing quite consciously outside “ordinary” life as being “not serious,” but at the 
same time absorbing the player intensely and utterly.  It is an activity connected 
with no materials interest, and no profit can be gained by it.  It proceeds within its 
own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed rules and in an orderly 
manner.  It promotes the formation of social groupings which tend to surround 
themselves with secrecy and to stress their difference from the common world by 
disguise or other means.  (p. 4)

This description is especially helpful when classifying what “social groupings” use to 
distinguish between play and “ordinary” life.  Clearly here both Caillois and Huizinga view 
games as a social function.  Later on, Caillois goes on to elaborate on this relationship: “It 
would seem that play lacks something when it is reduced to a mere solitary exercise,” and
“even when the player could in principle conveniently play alone, games quickly become a 
pretext for a contest of an exhibition…” (Caillois, 39).

After concluding the most dynamic game play is social game play, a better 
understanding of player motivations are important when constructing an idea of why game 
players collaborate.  The foremost scholar on player motivations would be game designer 
Richard Bartle, who contributed greatly to the evolution of virtual world design.  Among 
other highly detailed descriptions of player classification, Bartle uses social context to 
describe how player behave.  For the purposes of this research, this classification of player 
motivations is of most concern.

Bartle borrows this classification system from F. Randall Farmer, a system 
administrator of the mid-1980s game/chat room Habitat.  Farmer noticed that players 
behaved in five different ways (2003):

1. Passives.  People who want to be entertained without effort on their part.  Habitat
was only one of their online activities.  75% of players by number, but only 20% 
by connect time.

2. Actives.  Players for whom Habitat was their main online activity.  They got 
involved as soon as they logged in, and used up most of the total connect time.

3. Motivators.  People who make life interesting for the other players by organizing 
events, setting up institutions, opening debates.  A good ratio is one motivator 
for every 50 passives and actives.

4. Caretakers.  Mature motivators, who may be employees of the developer.  They 
helped newbies, mediated conflicts noted bugs, and did other things that would 
today fall into the province of customer service.
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5. Geek Gods.  The designers and implementers who ensure that the virtual world 
works, and who makes changes when it doesn’t.  (p. 149)

Although this specifically identifies text-based gamers, the same categories of classification 
can loosely define players of World of Warcraft.

1. Passives would be infrequent players, and might take a smaller percentage of the 
total then Farmer suggests.

2. Actives would be the bulk of the players – and for the purposes of this study, 
higher level characters are almost entirely this player type.

3. Motivators would be the players that did the majority of the organization, such as 
group formers and guild leaders.

4. The caretakers category would be the least like its chat-based equivalent.  In the 
player types Bartle defines, one of the categories of players is the socializers
categorization, “people for whom the greatest reward is interacting with other 
people, through the medium of the virtual world” (Bartle, 130).  This player 
definition would most likely take the place of the caretakers category.

5. Geek Gods would of course be developers, “caretakers,” and maybe even 
scholarly-types that analyze game play.

Perhaps the most important contributor to this research would be the work of 
Nicholas Yee, who discusses collaboration in Massively Multi-user Online Role-Playing Games 
(MMORPGs).

Firstly, he addresses two different types of collaborative efforts directly in the game 
play of MMORPGs: combat-oriented teamwork, and economic collaboration.  Combat-
oriented collaboration would be the relationships different players working together share.  
Economic collaboration has to do with the tangible properties of the game, “all non-basic 
goods in the environment (clothing, housing, pharmaceuticals, etc) are produced by 
users…[and] all transactions, and the resulting supply, demand, and pricing of specific 
goods, are user-driven” (Yee, 6).  These two different examples, only a small glimpse of the 
collaborative possibilities in World of Warcraft and other MMORPGs, require effective 
communication, development of strategy, and depend on the context of the instance.

Yee’s article also features a fascinating look at the relationships formed from this 
type of collaborative play.  He suggests that MMORPGs facilitate relationship formation when 
“relationships are…triggered by these trust-building scenarios, analogous to boot camps and 
fraternity initiations in the material world” (Yee, 16).  He also finds that MMORPGs are often 
used as a group activity for romantic partners and family members.  (p. 17)

Study Design

World of Warcraft has an interesting tangible function in the game that facilitates 
group formation. To address player’s interest in long-term group formation, the developers 
of World of Warcraft implemented the option for players to join “guilds.”  A guild is usually 
defined as an association of people with similar interests or pursuits.  These kinds of 
organizations are not new to MMOGs – Ultima Online was the first game to offer this option 
as a tangible part of game play.  A guild serves to unite players of common interest and 
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motivates, such as raid cooperatives, economic cooperatives or associates, players who 
share common playing habits, and so on.

To simplify the objective of tackling changing attitudes in cooperative play, this 
research project is targeting the distinction between players that participate in guild play 
and players that do not participate in guild play.  Proposed are two questions that were 
hoped to gather a better understanding of the social interaction is changing, yet reinforcing 
the fundament importance of the cooperation in game play.

 What are player motivations for participating in guild play?

 What are the features of guild play that attract certain players and not others?

The study was designed in a way that blended qualitative and quantitative data 
collection, in hopes of collecting the most functional data.  All the gathered information was 
exclusive to one server on World of Warcraft, for the sake of retaining accuracy of data.  
Three steps were used to collect data:

1. Demographic data detailing the quantity of players involved in guilds was gathered.

2. A simple questionnaire was posted to gather opinion about guild participation; this is 
a quantitative representation of players.

3. Several interviews were conducted with players who both participate and do not 
participate in guilds; this is a qualitative representation of players.

To gather demographic information, an online census organization was used.  The 
website, www.warcraftrealms.com, proved to be a very convenient tool for this kind of 
research.  It is one of about four census organizations that is designed to collect information 
about player activity.  The way this organization collects information is very interesting: 
players wishing to contribute install an add-on to World of Warcraft that uses game 
properties to gather information about character population, level, guild activity, time-play 
segmentation, and so on.  A number of players on a server could be gathering information 
which is then submitted and compared/combined with other samples.  It is a fairly reliable 
way to collect statistical information about a realm.

The questionnaire used to gather a quantitative representation of the data featured 
eight questioned formatted to be answered using a four-part ratio box.  One of the 
questions read as follows:

5. Participating in a guild has advantages otherwise unavailable.

a) Strongly Agree

b) Slightly Agree

c) Slightly Disagree

d) Strongly Disagree

These eight questions were posted on www.surveymonkey.com for one week.  The survey 
was then advertised on a few different forums exclusive to the realm used for the 
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demographic data collection.  This survey targeted both players who participated in guilds 
and players that do not participate in guilds.

The survey featured a couple features that were planned to retain accuracy in 
sampling.  A four-part ratio answer option was selected to eliminate “the indifferent.”  
Having no ratio that equated to “no opinion” forced survey subjects to have an opinion on 
the subject.  The questions were worded in a fashion that did not prefer players who chose 
to participate or not.  Also, the survey was only available for seven days to limit the 
possibility of corruption of data from adverse publicity.

Finally, interviews were conducted to give a qualitative representation to the data.  
Six interviews were conducted with players who participate in guilds, and six interviews 
were conducted with players do not participate in guilds, totaling to twelve interviews.

The interviews were conducted in a number to different ways – which may have had 
an adverse effect on the quality of the data.  Some interviews were conducted via instant 
messenger (IM), some by electronic mail, some in person, and some in game.  An attempt 
was made to give a bi-factional representation (subjects from both the Horde faction and 
the Alliance faction).

Players for these interviews were also approached in a number of different ways.  
Most of the interviews were acquired either through game play or personal connections.  
One happened to be acquired from a rather risky move on the behalf of a player of the 
Alliance faction; the player happened to have successfully snuck into Orgrimmar, and 
proceeded to dance almost naked on top of the Auction House.  Apparently this is normal 
behavior for this individual, and consequently friends of his made it possible to interview 
him on the spot.

Results

The information gathered from the online census provided interesting results.  The 
server had a total of exactly 9,000 characters (only levels 10+ were calculated), of which 
73% (6,559) were of the Alliance faction, and the other 27% (2,441) were of the Horde 
faction, making the Alliance to Horde ratio 2.7 : 1.  Additionally, 82% (7380) of the players 
on this server participate in a guild (the accuracy of this percentage is slightly questionable 
due to the constraints of the census system).  A much higher proportion of player in the 
high-end status of the game (level 55+) participate in a guild.  According to the census 
information, 96% of characters levels 55 and higher participate in a guild.

Assuming the accuracy of the census information, these are astounding results.  
According to this information – which can be compared to information collected from the 
questionnaire – the vast majority of higher level players participate in a guild.

Results from the questionnaire were encouraging.  During the seven days the 
questionnaire was posted, a total of 38 subjects responded.  The answers were diverse, but 
did form a coherent pattern:
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Strongly 
Agree

Slightly 
Agree

Slightly 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

1. I feel positively about guilds. 17 13 6 2

2. Guilds should be used for adventuring 
and conquesting.

20 11 6 1

3. Guilds should be used for economic and 
financial investments or connections.

19 12 5 2

4. Participating in a guild is an important 
commitment.

13 14 6 5

5. Participating in a guild has advantages 
unavailable otherwise.

26 9 2 1

6. Participating in a guild is essential to 
enjoy the game.  

4 7 14 13

7. The things some guilds do make me 
unhappy.

7 15 13 3

8. Guilds have greatly changed the game-
play of this game.  

7 19 8 4

Thankfully, there does not appear to be any errors in the data, and the data seems 
relatively consistence.  Because of the location of the advertisements, there was a bias 
towards higher level characters, which retroactively proved beneficial for the purposes of 
this study.

After a comparison of the first two data representations, there does appear to be a 
correlation between higher level characters and guild involvement.  The majority of players 
who took the survey agreed that participating in a guild offered advantages that were 
unavailable to those that did not participate in guilds.  This gives a glimpse of the type of 
game play World of Warcraft contains for end-game players.  After reaching level 60, it 
appears most players find that participating in guild activities – such as raids, trade, or 
player vs. player (PvP) competition – is the thing to do.

In the interviews conducted with various players, there were some very interesting 
discoveries.  The results could probably be best described as almost bipolar – there were 
roughly two groups of opinions about participation in guilds.  The majority highly favored 
guild participation and the opposition mostly felt indifferent about guilds and their benefits.  
There was a notable exception that was extremely critical of the ability of players to 
cooperate in World of Warcraft.
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Most of the impression of those that highly favored guild participation can be 
summed up by one player, who happens to be the leader of a prominent guild in the Horde 
faction.  “Properly organized and maintained, a guild can suit just about any need a gamer 
could ask for.  This game would be completely different if you didn’t have the ability to 
coordinate with other players.”  Another respondent mentioned the camaraderie some 
guilds can exhibit: “My guild is very close.  There’s a kind of brotherhood between us.  
Someone needs money for a mount?  Done.  Need help with a quest?  No need to even ask.  
When guilds are small and tight-knit like this, it’s really exciting to be a part of.”

The one exception seemed to have had experiences with guilds in the past.  The 
player’s character (of the Alliance faction) was relatively high (52), and he seemed to have 
soloed most of the way to this point.  “Most of the people I play with are just douche bags.  
I don’t want to have people depend on me to be on at a certain time or to help them with 
whatever.”  The idea of a guild did not completely repulse him; he just had not found a 
group appropriate for his style of playing.  “I know if I want keep progressing in this game I 
need to figure something out.  [The game is] not as appealing anymore because of it 
though.”

Discussion

After a relatively concise representation of how many people participate in guild play, 
a more in-depth analysis of why they participate would do a great deal to bring these 
finding to an excellent conclusion.  Before continuing, reemphasizing the framework from 
which this study was formed would also be helpful.

Games are changing significantly in recent years, but a value that does not seem to 
be changing is the importance of social interaction in games.  Most likely this has to do with 
game designer’s intentional use of player addictive behavior as a result social interaction.  
Alison McMahan briefly discusses the quality of social interaction as an attractive factor in 
game immersion: “the sense of being with someone, or the sense of togetherness, 
contributes to a heightened sense of presence…” (p. 73)

From the study results, the clearest and most surprising finding is the true extent of 
control game designers exercise on game play, and how greatly these game designers 
emphasize cooperative play.  This study found that end-game play especially utilizes the 
addictive behavior of social interaction to affect the way cooperation is used in World of 
Warcraft.  Much of the content of World of Warcraft for level 60 players relies on the ability 
to accomplish feats only possible with a large group operation.  Because of the nature of 
“instances” in World of Warcraft, many options are only available to characters who group 
with others.

An example would be the epic instance Molten Core, where large groups of players 
uniquely specialized are required for success.  A demon in Molten Core named Kazzak has a 
curse that requires an almost immediate dispel from the priest class, else Kazzak is healed 
for an enormous amount, and the player affected is usually killed.  Without a priest, this 
instance would be impossible.

Another example would be Azshara, home to the elite dragon Azuregos.  This dragon 
only spawns once every 72 hours, which requires quick organization and effective 
communication skills to “tag” before other groups do.  Many raid groups are formed as 
“pick-up” groups, meaning players are picked up and organized impromptu.  Guilds have an 
advantage over these kinds of groups because of the communication and organizational 
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capacity that individual players do not posses.  When speed is a factor, participation in 
guilds are very effective.

Even secondary game-play features such as player vs. player combat and trade-skills 
prerequisites higher level characters.  The ability to survive for an extended period of time 
while playing against players of the oppose faction necessitates group coordination.  
Obviously, a team with better organizational skills and teamwork will easily defeat a less 
organized team.  The highest level of production in trade-skills also necessitates commerce 
between high level tradesmen.  For example, to produce epic-status weaponry, the material 
“arcanite” is necessary.  Arcanite is not found naturally; instead, it is the product of 
alchemical transmutation – the ability only high level alchemists possess.  In turn, 
transmuting arcanite requires the use of special ingredients most alchemists do not have.

Conclusion

This research proved successful in some ways and not others.  It was hoped that the 
combination of three data gathering methods would give a fairly even representation of 
qualitative and quantitative data, yet for reason to be discussed, the conclusion of this 
research strongly pulled quantitative data.  As a result, this research offers a fairly reliable 
illustration of the proportions of players who chose to participate in guilds, and the contrary.

The interviews, not surprisingly, very closely reinforced studies that had been 
conducted in this field in the past.  When asked specific questions about cooperative play in 
World of Warcraft, most of the responses correlated precisely with Nicholas Yee’s finding in 
his research on collaborative play.

Most likely this topic could have greatly improved if there was a more precise 
targeting of higher level characters.  Even after a little research, it was clear the experience 
for end-game players was much different than the experience for other players.  These 
actives and motivators had different motivations for playing the game, which turned out to 
be a complex mix of cooperative/social play and Bartle’s achiever player type.  Already 
existing research discusses playing behavior in the general type of player; research 
investigating a more precise player type – the end-game player – could have complemented 
this pre-existing research well (and to a certain extent, did).

The designers of World of Warcraft consciously included game play that necessitates 
collaboration.  Designers especially use this to retain end-game players.  The ethical 
implications of this are fascinating, and could prove to be an interesting follow-up study.

Ultimately, this says something very important about game play that Caillois himself 
discovered: the social dynamic of game play is essential for long-term success of games.  
Blizzard and other MMOGs designers have done well to pick up on this, and not surprisingly 
earned a substantial profit from successful implementation of game content of this variety.
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