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Abstract 

 

It is frequently taken for granted that videogames are a competitive activity, yet 

cooperative practices in emergent socially-oriented game environments have become the 

norm.  This cooperation, while widespread, stems from a variety of motivations and 

presents itself in guises ranging from altruistic cooperative play to self-serving play, all 

situated within the contexts of the unique cultures and game play styles that emerge from 

game design decisions.  This chapter explores the nature of cooperation in massively 

multiplayer online game spaces, the theoretical backdrop of work that considers social 

dilemmas, and how players negotiate individual and group motivations and resolve 

conflict in two MMOG environments.
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 Introduction 

   

In The Evolution of Cooperation, Robert Axelrod suggests that civilization is 

based on cooperation yet habits and practices of cooperation are obviated by the 

regulations of centralized institutions.  He suggests that studying 'individuals who pursue 

their own self-interest without the aid of central authority to force them to cooperate with 

each other' might help illuminate motivations to work together to achieve shared goals 

(Axelrod, 1985, p. 6).   This chapter is concerned with how cooperation is reflected in 

online gaming spaces where win conditions occupy intersections of designer intent and 

individual player goals. 

 Many games, including massively multiplayer online games (henceforth, 

MMOGs), have certain game mechanics in place that encourage cooperation among 

players in ways that may be otherwise missing from players‘ lives: 

 

What is a game? It is a set of predefined tests designed to bring people together 

for a common goal in an immersive world setting that inspires imagination, 

teamwork, and cooperation to complete a set goal. You need strategy, tactics, 

perseverance, and many other traits in order to have fun and be successful. I like 

to help people and like to have fun since my real life sucks at the moment due to 

world situations, and my job keeps me from having/keeping relationships. – City 

of Heroes player 
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For this player, having fun and helping people were closely aligned.  The point of the 

game is teamwork and cooperation.  However, for many other players, cooperation 

comes at a price; it is a necessary component of the massively multiplayer experience, at 

least at the higher levels, yet it is not always the most immediately efficient way of 

achieving individual player goals.  Two games are being played: the basic game intended 

by the designers and the game whose rules involve successfully navigating the myriad 

permutations that arise from social structures that emerge spontaneously from otherwise 

simple game mechanics. 

 

Social Dilemmas and the Massively Multiplayer Game 

 

An MMOG is a designed space where the developers have preconceived notions 

of how players will behave and receive the game.  On the one hand, it is easy to fall into 

the trap of obsessing over game mechanics to affect player behavior, assuming that 

players can be pushed into certain ways of playing and cooperating, steered by game 

mechanics alone.  The mechanics can be manipulated to either force cooperation by 

requiring players to depend on others to accomplish in-game tasks or by presenting 

players with obvious rational choices where individual goals align with cooperative 

behavior.  On the flip side, one can assume that players will learn how to cooperate and 

that the act of helping each other out will emerge in player practice to fill in the emergent 

space between game rules and a living, breathing social system.  In this case, rational 

choices are not always obvious but it is assumed that players will discover what works 
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for them and the world will be a happy place when players realize that cooperation is key 

to everyone‘s success. 

 Neither of these views is comprehensive enough, however.  Economists schooled 

in game theory are known for positing a hypothetical social conundrum called the 

Prisoner‘s Dilemma in which two people are interrogated for committing a crime and 

given the choice of either cooperating (by not giving the authorities any evidence against 

each other) or defecting (by betraying each other).  Defecting is compelling because the 

authorities have promised to let whomever defects go free, provided the other prisoner 

does not also defect.   Keeping quiet about the crime only pays off if both partners 

cooperate.  The question to ask is: how much do these prisoners trust each other?  These 

two-person situations are part of a larger pantheon of constructs called social dilemmas.  

Most social dilemmas, however, model situations with many actors, each given a choice 

of whether to contribute something to the community or ―free-ride‖—benefiting from the 

community without themselves contributing anything.  These models presuppose that 

people are likely to make the most ―rational‖ choice—cooperating or defecting based on 

which presents the biggest individual payoff. 

What is clear is that one‘s choice to cooperate or defect is not made in a vacuum.  

It depends on existing social relationships between actors and may be motivated by either 

short term or long term gain.  In player communities, social relationships, whether weak 

or strong, exist in situated, historical, and political contexts. In MMOGs, interdependence 

between players is built deliberately into the game mechanics, and there is a necessary 

predilection to cooperate as 'the structurally embedded need to cooperate opens a series 

of mutual dependencies and vulnerabilities that render reputation and trust crucial for 
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fully participating in the game' (Smith, 2006, p. 168). However, as in the case of many 

classic social dilemmas (c.f., Hardin, 1968 and Felkins, 2001), including Garrett Hardin's 

tragedy of the commons, this cooperation exists as a state of fragile balance between the 

motivations of the individual and the good of the communities to which he or she claims 

membership.  A player's motivation to serve the needs of the group might only extend as 

far as support of the group in turn helps him or her meet individual goals, such as 

participating in a group raid in order to receive loot.  In fact, the games are designed such 

that there is often little downside to cooperation except for the work involved in forming 

social relations.  Looking at game mechanics and systems to guess how players will 

behave can lead one to suppose that changing the rules of a game can encourage 

cooperation within situations that resemble social dilemmas. Actual player behavior, 

however, is complex, and some players' goals don't match up to game system goals. The 

concept of social dilemmas cannot model all of the different social aspects that go into 

the choices players make in their situated experiences. If one were to look at these 

decision-making points not as a series of rational self-interested choices but rather as 

points where players act out of emotion, role-playing, and social bonds, it becomes clear 

that the reason some players don't make group benefiting choices is that they don't trust 

others to do the same (Felkins, 1999 and Iacono & Weisband, 1997) or they don‘t believe 

the group will support their individual goals.   

However, as Axelrod notes, trust may be important to some, but for others trust 

might be less of a case of individual trust as it is trust in a system that is set up to foster 

cooperation: 

 



 6 

The foundation of cooperation is not really trust, but the durability of the 

relationship...Whether the players trust each other or not is less important in the 

long run than whether the conditions are ripe for them to build a stable pattern of 

cooperation with each other (p.182). 

 

In this case, as long as the game fosters an overall sense of cooperation, most players can 

expect that some players within the system can be trusted to exhibit altruistic or 

cooperative behaviors.  Ascertaining whether this is the case is a matter of knowing other 

players sufficiently so that motivations can be anticipated.   In this sense, cooperation is 

situated in the relationships that players build over time. 

As observations in MMOGs make readily apparent, building a stable pattern can 

be fraught with difficulty as players attempt to synchronize motivations and play styles 

that are sometimes fundamentally in conflict (Taylor, 2006). This is further complicated 

by the fact that players can join and leave groups freely, with little technical hindrance 

and few (initial) barriers to participation.  Individuals can play a range of characters who 

influence their groups in a variety of ways and give them many possible avenues for 

participation, as fighters, crafters, healers, and other supporters, each demonstrating 

different approaches to cooperation.  Players may seek 'collective and communal 

identities' (Filiciak, 2003), but they do so in a fluid way.  The manner in which social 

groupings occur in MMOGs magnifies this effect. No one is assigned to groups by a 

central authority. There are no rules, other than party or group size, for how groups must 

be structured.  Instead groups emerge in an entirely decentralized and self-organized way, 

through a process of negotiation between players, based on emergent norms and 
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relationships.  In MMOGs like City of Heroes/City of Villains, the matchmaking 

functionality within the game is sufficiently evolved that pick-up groups, rather than 

longer term group affiliations, are commonplace.  As such, the process of finding gaming 

partners is an ongoing exercise in discovery and negotiation; players may initially think 

that their play style meshes with a group they have joined, only to find that there are 

fundamental, and often irreconcilable, differences in approaches to the games and what 

constitutes winning in the minds of disparate players.  Even if player agendas are in 

conflict, it‘s critical for all to have "the ability to recognize the other player from past 

interactions, and to remember the relevant features of those interactions‖ in order to 

sustain cooperation (Axelrod, p. 139).   

The key characteristic of emergent game environments like MMOGs is that they 

do not present one game to be played, but offer a platform upon which a variety of play 

permutations and gameplay styles can be explored.  Bartle's player types (1996) and 

Yee's facets (2002) reflect the tendency for players to engage in a range of play, from 

high-achievement oriented play focused on maximizing experience points, for example, 

to loose, socially oriented play that demonstrates little concern for achievement beyond 

what it allows one to contribute to group endeavors.  There is even transgressive play that 

is decidedly not cooperative, with some players reveling in disrupting the activities of 

others.  And as Smith (2006) describes in his doctoral dissertation and Taylor (2006) in 

her book on the practices of EverQuest players, videogame goals, as outlined by 

designers, create a complexly nuanced context that shape player behavior in a variety of 

ways—some intentional, others not.  In MMOGs, the question of whether 'players seek to 

win' is highly dependent on individual perspectives on what constitutes winning.  This 
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can mean success in competitive, semi-cooperative, or cooperative play (Smith, 2006).  

Players may not win according to obvious or official measures, but they achieve a degree 

of personal satisfaction that can be perceived as winning, according to the definition they 

choose to employ. 

The body of literature from people looking at social dilemmas in games has 

mostly focused on how different games support cooperation through various game 

mechanics and rules (c.f., Zagal, Rick, & Hsi, 2006).  If a team of players is trying to 

figure out how to most efficiently beat another team of players or a set scenario in the 

game, they will choose to do such and such because of certain game rules and how the 

game works. We found, however, that our experiences with games, in general, and with 

MMOGs, in particular, showed that the choices being made in certain situations—even 

ones which could clearly map onto social dilemma models—weren't so "cut and dry" and 

"rational."  One could argue about game mechanics all one wanted, but a sense of actual 

game playing behavior in a real game context rather than some sort of construct will 

never be realized. Smith (2005, p. 7) made this same comment when he noted, "One 

challenge for video game studies, which has so far been largely neglected, is the 

examination of the relationship between game design and actual player behavior." We 

would take that argument further by saying real social situations—like the ones we have 

experienced in MMOGs—are messy and complex. Rationality does not equal emotional 

self-identification, nor does intent equal action, and even if it did, a lot of decisions are 

being made without full knowledge of their consequences or how they affect other 

players. 
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Cooperation in Practice 

 

Via ethnographic work in two MMOGs, City of Heroes/City of Villains and World 

of Warcraft, we have observed varying manifestations of cooperative behavior in 

naturally situated contexts, ranging from self-serving to community-oriented modes of 

cooperation that frequently exist along a trajectory towards altruism, particularly as 

players fulfill the self-serving game goals of leveling individual characters and collecting 

loot.  Guild formation and management are also explored within the context of sustaining 

online communities (Kollock & Smith, 1996) and how player expectations and gameplay 

preferences can lead to either cohesion or conflict.  When a player is in sync with the 

proclivities of a group or community, the result can be quite satisfying for all involved as 

individual concerns dovetail with those of the group.  However, when those motivations 

are in conflict and certain ones are normalized, marginalization or oppression can occur 

(Freire, 2000), factors that are certainly integral to the dissolution of many online groups.   

'The differing opinions as to what the game is about and should be played is interesting 

however, as it shows how vaguely stated objective goals may give rise to quite strong 

divisions based on subjective goals' (Smith, p. 170). If cooperation is collaborative effort 

towards shared goals, it can only exist if the common goals exist, a fact that is often taken 

for granted in emergent play spaces.  However the range of goals actually found in online 

game play require a variety of approaches to cooperation, some self-serving and some 

quite altruistic.  The key to successful cooperation is the identification and alignment of 

those goals, forming trust among group members which may involve the division of labor 

(Stevens, 2000 and Straus, 1985), and being able to play a metacognitive (Bransford, 
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Brown, & Cocking, 2000) game of recognizing misalignment and either readjusting or 

negotiating group goals or quickly finding groups to which one‘s play style and approach 

to cooperation is better suited. 

Reciprocity also plays an important role in the alignment of goals.  At times the 

immediate goal is simply the realization of an opportunity to increase one‘s social capital 

by helping another player or group in need.  There is a sense that such contributions have 

a powerful effect on the game culture: 

 

A community using strategies based upon reciprocity can actually police itself. By 

guaranteeing the punishment of any individual who tries to be less than 

cooperative, the deviant strategy is made unprofitable. Therefore the deviant will 

not thrive, and will not provide an attractive model for others to imitate. This self-

policing feature gives you an extra incentive to teach it to others, even those with 

whom you will never interact...the other‘s reciprocity helps police the entire 

community by punishing those who try to be exploitive. And this decreases the 

number of uncooperative individuals you will have to deal with in the future 

(Axelrod, pp. 138-139). 

 

Exhibiting a ‗what goes around, comes around‘ mentality, players recognize that 

cooperative behavior that doesn‘t result in an immediate pay-off is an investment in one‘s 

own future via a contribution to the overall system of cooperation within a given game 

environment.  By helping other players in need, one can derive a sense of comfort that 

they too will be helped at some point when assistance is needed, perhaps by that same 



 11 

player, or by another player who has been similarly assisted at another point in time.  

Tight social networks become fertile ground for such investments and increase the 

possibility of pay-off.  Socio-cultural literacy becomes integral here, as it takes time and 

agility to navigate various social networks.  This is made more complex by the fact that 

these social networks have both telescoping and lateral dimensions.  Telescoping 

networks move from nearby groups to macro-level groups—including circles of friends, 

guild/supergroup relationships, guild alliances, faction and server affiliations.   Lateral 

networks are explored as one moves from guild to guild, party to party, etc. to find the 

ones that fit the best.   

Each telescoping level has different kinds of responsibility, either implicit or 

explicitly defined by those levels, just as different guilds (lateral) expect different things 

of their membership.  Loot rules, for example, vary considerably from group to group, 

and are accompanied by varying degrees of emotional attachment to receiving some 

tangible benefit outside of the pleasures of gameplay or social interaction.   In high-end 

raids in World of Warcraft, many of which are guild exclusives, different rules are 

employed that reflect the values of the guild or raid group. Sometimes they are refined 

over a period of weeks or months and are often influenced by the play style and 

motivations of the most dedicated and vocal members.  As such, an individual player who 

is less invested may join a group whose character might change significantly over time. 

Once affiliated, however, even when play styles are in conflict, it often makes sense to 

discuss conflicts and resolve individual expectations with the group norm since it can be 

difficult to find another group.  Groups also put a significant amount of effort into 

mitigating conflicts, as well, because it is also a factor that once players begin leaving a 
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group, a cascade effect can occur.  A number of guilds disbanded in World of Warcraft 

immediately prior to the Burning Crusade expansion, for example.  Because the social 

fabric of those guilds was heavily dependent on gathering loot, changes to the loot/item 

structure in the new expansion affected the motivation to participate within those groups.  

Some groups were simply not otherwise strong enough to weather such a storm. 

In City of Heroes and City of Villains, the motivation to cooperate is somewhat 

different, as collecting loot is secondary to collecting experience points and influence 

(money) that allow one to improve one‘s character.   On occasions when loot 

(enhancements) is the goal, game mechanics are such that all players receive items of 

comparable value when a mission is complete.  Cooperation, in this case, is almost 

entirely a self-serving endeavor.  Interdependence is designed into the game such that 

players benefit from cooperative play.  There are even situations designed by the 

developers that allowed cooperative hero/villain play, a construct that is missing from 

other heavily faction-oriented MMOGs like World of Warcraft (in which opposing 

players cannot even speak to one another).   However, players often choose to engage in 

altruistic play on occasions when there is no immediate benefit to them.  In a 2006 survey 

of several thousand City of Heroes/City of Villains players, 23% of respondents (2269 out 

of 9945) indicated that they frequently sought new players out in order to help them.  In 

addition, approximately one-third of the respondents (3307 out of 9945) reported that 

cooperative practices within the game had contributed positively to improvements in their 

ability and willingness to cooperate in real life.  Players have suggested that the 

superhero lore of the game compels them to contribute to building a cooperative system 

as an exercise in high-level role-play; evidence suggests that the culture of cooperation 
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within City of Villains, for instance, is less evolved, though game mechanics are quite 

similar.  Again, these two game environments represent cases in which players have 

acknowledged the situated nature of cooperation and as a result, demonstrate varying 

levels of trust in whether they can expect cooperation or defection. 

 

Approaches to Managing Conflicting Agendas: Case Studies 

 

The discussion a particular World of Warcraft guild had in online forums over 

loot rules is an example of how a player community established and negotiated group 

norms for cooperation.  In this thread, a range of strategies were employed by players to 

present their opinions and arguments.  Using the events of the previous night‘s raid 

session, the guild leader initiated the subject as a way to talk about loot rules and see if 

the existing rules needed to be changed.  The night before, a rare shield had dropped off 

one of the monster kills.  This shield was extremely useful for characters of the warrior 

class who are often assigned ―tanking‖ duties—the act of keeping the attention of 

monsters so that healers only have to heal the tanks while the rest of the group kills the 

monsters.  The shield was useful for this purpose because one of its magic attributes 

augmented the defense of whoever was wielding it, thereby reducing the damage its 

wielder would receive when hit by a monster.  This in turn meant the healers of the group 

would have an easier time healing, reducing the likelihood of the tanks dying – a factor 

which usually leads to the death of all other group members as the monsters focus 

attention on the tanks‘ weaker allies.  When the shield dropped, however, both a warrior 

and a non-warrior wanted the shield.  It would have taken too long to argue positions 
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during the play session, so the shield was given to the warrior as dictated by the guild‘s 

established loot rules, and a discussion thread was started the following day to see if 

those rules needed to be revisited. 

 Members of the guild employed various strategies to present their opinions and 

arguments on how this shield, and loot in general, should be divided among party 

members.  First, the guild leader laid out the context of the previous night, explained his 

position, and then invited other voices to the discussion.  This was followed by a 

defensive position from the non-warrior who later presented ad hominem dismissals of 

other opinions in the discussion.  To rationalize his position, he made the following point: 

 

Most of your argument was made up of class roles in a raid, and that‘s a valid 

point.  However, the other 75% of WoW isn‘t a raid, and that needs to be taken 

into consideration too…  So I‘m passed up for a shield that could definitely 

benefit me… because that ¼ of the game has more precedence?  Jeeze, don‘t do 

me any favors. 

 

His argument was that items should go to people who benefit most from the item in all of 

their game experiences while almost everyone else thought that items should be given to 

benefit the raid experience no matter how beneficial it would be in non-raid playing 

experiences.  This is because one way the raid would progress and be able to take on 

more difficult monsters (and thereby get even better loot) was through ―itemization‖—

improving characters with better equipment—since the group was composed of 

characters who had all reached the maximum level in the game.  His last sentence, 
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―Jeeze, don‘t do me any favors,‖ was borne out of his belief that the group was personally 

discriminating against him.  What he did not acknowledge was that if that was true, the 

guild leader would never have started the discussion thread and opened the topic for 

renegotiation. 

Later, one player agreed with the norm that the group should preference raids over 

individuals.  He then presented mathematical calculations that outlined the benefits and 

costs of giving particular items to different characters.  Another player used a more 

qualitative approach by presenting hypothetical cases to identify a pattern and a set of 

rules that most efficiently resolved those cases in favor of the raid group.  Throughout 

this process, some players found it useful to reiterate or clarify guild norms and show 

how they are in conflict with individualistic goals, arguing that the group as a whole 

tended to value group activities.  One poster decided to explicitly state what he saw as the 

structure of the guild: 

 

[We] are, more or less, a republic.  We aren‘t a democracy in action, because 

honestly, not everyone gets an equal say.  Instead, everyone gets a voice, which is 

a huge difference.  We discuss things, we look at all angles, but in the end we 

either trust our leadership (elders, officers, and even the Guild Leader) to act in 

the best interest of the guild, or we don‘t. 

 

Sometimes this means we, as individuals, don‘t get everything our way.  But we, 

as a guild, have steadily grown, and in positive ways.  I honestly believe we all 

enjoy ourselves more in, and with, this guild than we would in other ones.  And 
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when we hit speedbumps?  We talk them over, examine all the information 

brought to the table, and make a decision. 

 

…So in conclusion?  Let me give the standard lines: No one is being singled out.  

We‘re not ‗out to get‘ anyone... 

 

Another player pointed out that the group should be making decisions that strengthen the 

guild rather than the raid but that these actions are often closely aligned since most of the 

people in the guild who tend to participate and actively help others in the guild formed 

the core of the raid group.  Again, this is a case of the most dedicated and vocal players 

setting the overall tone of expectations within the group, a factor that can lead to players 

like the non-warrior feeling marginalized. 

Ironically, the warrior who received the shield wanted to end the discussion 

because he wanted to avoid conflict.  He claimed the shield a non-issue by saying he 

wouldn‘t mind if the non-warrior got the shield which, of course, forestalled the issue, 

but didn‘t help further the overall conversation about loot rules.  Additionally, it was 

revealed that some guild members felt that the core group of players tended to be cliquish 

and not open to outsiders.  Rather than address this problem, however, one member of the 

core group refused to examine his own behavior, and in the process silenced the voice of 

others just as effectively as the non-warrior who dismissed the guild norms in favor of his 

individual perspective on how things should be settled. 

Unfortunately, this guild‘s discussion about loot rules was eclipsed by the non-

warrior‘s bitter and hostile attitude.  To be fair, some players in the core group were also 
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dismissive, but their closed-mindedness was not coupled with aggression.  The non-

warrior‘s way of presenting his argument, riddled with ad hominem attacks, sarcasm and 

expletives, clearly did not match the accepted etiquette and norms of the guild.  Some of 

the guild members decided to intervene by outlining the accepted range of behavior so 

that his arguments could stand on their own without being overpowered by the way he 

was delivering them.  This was met with more hostility and dismissal as the offending 

player justified his lack of civility by saying that he did not like most of the other people 

in the guild.  In the meantime, the officers and elders of the guild were discussing how 

best to manage the offending player.  They shared thoughts about how to approach him 

and get him to fit in with the group, citing his intelligence and general helpfulness to the 

guild but also acknowledging previous volatile behavior.  One poster put it succinctly: 

 

Granted, it‘d be nice to have a template of how to deal with these issues, but…  I 

just don‘t think it‘s something that‘s going to come up outside of him, at least 

unless we start turning into some kind of hardcore raiding guild. 

 

Eventually, it became clear that matching the individual goals of this player and the 

group‘s goals was untenable, despite many private messages to him explaining that his 

attitude alienated many guild members: 

 

Trust me, you upset a lot of people.  Again, it wasn‘t about the content, but 

because of how you made your arguments.  When people take offense they 

become more against your views than they otherwise might be.  So many times 
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you said, ―that‘s your opinion‖ but simply dismissing someone‘s opinions and 

stating yours as truth doesn‘t work. 

 

After much deliberation among guild officers, the guild decided that the player and the 

group needed to part ways. 

This is a case that could be likened to a social dilemma—whether players should 

privilege the group rather than the individual when dividing loot.  From a rational stand-

point, which many players tried to argue, it actually makes the most sense to benefit the 

group since individuals in the group also benefit more in the long-run.  Yet, these rational 

arguments were eclipsed by assumptions about pre-existing relationships and personal 

bias.  The rational arguments were also limited to the group norm of preferencing raiding 

over other activities, a social norm that was not shared by the player who eventually had 

to leave the group.  This guild attempted to talk through differences and argue for various 

points of view.  The discussion solidified the values of the group for many members, and 

by forming arguments, some of the players internalized these values, making them their 

own, but, at the same time, the discussion served to alienate at least one player.  

     By contrast, another raiding group attempted to resolve conflict using a 

different approach.  This group was composed of players from many different guilds with 

one of the guilds in charge of management and administration.  One member of the raid 

group from one of the allied guilds noticed that many of the raid members from the 

management guild were all in the dungeon this raid group normally goes to during a non-

scheduled time.  He also noticed that many other non-raid affiliated players from the 

management guild were also in the dungeon with the regular raiders.  In other words, the 
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raid group had reformed without many of the regular raid members from allied guilds for 

an additional outing.  He feared that the guild in charge was planning to sever ties with its 

allied guilds, so he posted a question about it on the raid online forums. The conversation 

became heated and was on the verge of becoming an all out "flame war" where 

accusations, insults, and general abuses are traded back and forth.  The forum 

administrators, who happened to also be the raid leaders, opted to lock down the forums 

so no new posts could be made.  They did this to prevent people from irreparably 

damaging their relationships with each other, but the unfortunate side-effect was the 

silencing of legitimate concerns.  The raid leaders' fear of "drama" led them to shut down 

communication paths which actually served to alienate the various parties in the 

discussion even more. 

 In the first case, the raid leadership invited other voices and attempted to help 

opposing views gain a platform by coaching appropriate types of argumentation and 

delivery.  In the second case, the raid leaders decided to ignore legitimate concerns once 

group norms about ways of talking were breached.  Both of these cases clearly show how 

politicized and socially dependent player negotiation and cooperation can be.  They both 

had complex, unequal power dynamics at play, and they both were informed by a 

dominant culture or way of being/arguing.  MMOG players need to play a meta-game of 

learning social norms, how to cooperate in various social circles, and how to negotiate for 

different ways of playing—resolving conflicts borne of the difference between individual 

goals and expectations versus group goals and expectations. 

 

Conclusion 



 20 

 

MMOGs represent opportunities to create a plethora of unique ‗magic circles‘ 

(Huizinga, 1950), that allow players to participate in play across a range of motivations 

and styles.  Cooperation is often integral to these activities, but the specific nature of 

cooperation is strongly situated in the cultures and norms of the groups, both ephemeral 

pick-up groups and longer term guild affiliations, and is reflected in whether players 

cooperate by focusing on short-term gain, or are willing to cooperate to create a system in 

which participants can trust that there will be a long-term pay-off for altruistic behavior.  

The way the game is to be played is an ever-evolving process of negotiation, often led by 

the strongest or most passionate voices within a group.  Finding a niche that complements 

a player‘s individual style is the key to success within a game, and endeavoring to do so 

is an activity characterized by trial and error.  Most conflicts within groups in MMOGs 

are related to this incongruence of motivations and play styles, and differing definitions 

of what it means to cooperate.  Many players attempt to resolve these in-game conflicts 

through reflective talk—some of it successful, some of it less so.  In these situations, 

some players may feel marginalized or ostracized when their perspectives are not in sync 

with those of the group.  As such, the realities of gaming are a harsh contrast to their 

expectations of "play."  Other players leave groups when differences arise, deciding that 

the work involved with negotiating and managing the social bonds required to cooperate 

outweighs the benefits of staying.  In MMOGs, the real game is seldom the one set forth 

by developers, but is more akin to a game of life in which socio-cultural literacy takes 

precedence over more basic gameplay skills. 
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