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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses virtual communities’ formation and skill
development through the process of participation in collective
practices in on-line role-playing game environments. The study
that follows is mainly based on the participant observation of
players acting in two popular Massively Multiplayer Online Role
Playing Games. Data have been collected through participation
and observation of players and their unfolding practices in
forming and maintaining such communities. The objective was to
document these practices and to study virtual game environments
in order to understand learning opportunities within and among
these communities, and to identify design elements of the game
that cultivate community building. The primary unit of analysis is
the in-game communities known as ‘guilds’. Research findings
indicate that in such multicultural and anonymous environments,
many learning processes are evolving that affect both players'
understanding of the game's state, and their social interaction and
communication skills.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
K.3.1 [Computing Milieux]: Computer Uses in Education –
distance learning, collaborative learning.

General Terms
Design, human factors.

Keywords
Virtual communities, communities of practice, legitimate
peripheral participation, massively multiplayer online role-playing
games.

1. INTRODUCTION
Play has already been recognized as an activity that supports
learning [1, 15, 41, 38] and identity building [47]. Especially in
the early stages of children’s intellectual development, play can
foster cognitive and social development [37, 56]. In educational
settings, games have been proved to be a unique medium to
experience reality [41]. Students can interact with simulated
symbolic representations of reality, and get involved in the cause
of the events [1]. Nevertheless, games are social events [42] that
allow its participants to grasp the role of a ‘player’ and learn how
to interact with metaphorical representations of reality as well as
with other players and roles [32].

In the early 1970s, a new type of game was introduced. These
games, also known as Multi-User Dungeons (MUDs), were role-
playing games, and they were using plain text or 2D graphics in
order to create a common virtual space for its players to
communicate place, character/role, and action [47]. MUDs
became extremely popular and numerous MUDs communities of
players were created. Many researchers have studied such
communities in order to gain a better understanding of how
members (trans)form their multiple identities [47], behave [26]
and socialize online [13].

Over the last two decades, the evolution in 3D graphics and
animation, coupled with the ubiquity of communication and the
availability of collaboration technologies on the Internet,
profoundly changed the computer games industry. MUDs changed
tremendously and evolved into more complex networking role-
playing games, offering a virtual and fictitious, yet a realistic and
challenging game environment. These games are known as
Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs), (they are
also referred to as persistent worlds). MMORPGs form
Networked Virtual Environments, which are defined, as virtual
spaces where multiple geographically distributed users interact
with each other in real-time [31]. The main characteristics of these
environments are the shared sense of space, time, and presence.
They offer an alternative channel to communicate and share
experiences [43]. These characteristics, coupled with the fact that
they fabricate a gaming space, where players are intrinsically
motivated to participate [21], make MMORPGs a unique
opportunity for players to socialize and eventually form virtual
communities [39, 47, 49, 8].
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Within virtual communities, players can play a fantasy game, meet
other players, collaborate or compete with them, and share their
gaming experience, towards the achievement of a higher game
score. These virtual communities, or online social networks [50],
may in time extend beyond the game's settings, as their members
may meet face-to-face and develop intimate relationships [26].
From a learning perspective, social interaction within
communities is essential to learning [27, 3, 35], and many
researchers have concluded that learning communities are a key
element for capitalizing knowledge and mobilizing learning [27,
28, 6].

Virtual communities have emerged along with the development of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). However,
it takes more than the common interest among its members and
the deployment of ICTs to create a successful virtual community
[36]. Still, little is known about what players learn through
participating in virtual gaming communities. Moreover, despite
the fact that learning communities stimulate learning through
collaboration and participation in collective actions, the structural
elements that foster community building within online games are
unknown.

In this research, we study virtual learning spaces created in
MMORPGs, and we focus not only on learning tasks, but also on
how learning processes are embedded and unfold within and
around in-game communities. Our observation showed that
players are motivated by the game’s scope, rules, and scenario to
create and participate in virtual communities, and share their
knowledge with others, while newcomers are encouraged to
engage in collective actions, and develop their skill base. We also
found that although current MMORPGs have not been designed
as instructional tools, they provide an excellent fantasy
environment for intrinsically motivating learning, where players
can experience the elements of challenge, curiosity, and control
[30].

The structure of the paper is as follows. In the next section, we
discuss the phenomenon of learning in virtual communities using
the theory of Communities of Practice. In section 3, we present
the context and method of our research. Our analysis presented in
section 4 reveals that the participation in a game's virtual
community is both the process and the product of learning and
skills acquisition. Concluding, in section 5, we highlight the
central role of game communities as virtual Communities of
Practice in using multiplayer role-playing games for nurturing and
mobilizing learning. Finally, in the last section, we discuss some
limitations of our research and further research issues.

2. LEARNING IN VIRTUAL
COMMUNITIES
2.1 Learning as Participation in Communities
of Practice
Traditional theories of learning perceive learning as a stimulus-
response process for changing the learner’s behavior (behaviorist
theories) [44], as a transformation in learners’ cognitive structures
(cognitive theories) [51], or as process pure of interaction with the
learner’s environment (constructivist theories) [7]. Contemporary
theories of learning pay more attention to the fact that learning is
“a remarkably social process” [6, p. 137]. Social learning theory
[3] suggests that learning occurs through a continuous reciprocal

interaction between cognitive, behavioral, and environmental
influences, and emphasizes the importance of engaging in social
practices. Going one step further, Lave and Wenger [27]
emphasize the central role of social learning, and argue that
learning is situated, and that it occurs by participating in
Communities of Practice [51].

Communities of Practice (CoPs) were first introduced by Lave
and Wenger and are the central concept and unit of analysis in the
theory of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP). LPP is
described as "an analytical viewpoint of learning, a way of
understanding learning" [27, p. 40]. Wenger defines CoPs as
social structures in reference to a mutual engagement in a
common practice, and notes their importance in creating a
communal memory that "allows individuals to do their work
without needing to know everything" [51, p.46]. He also relates
CoPs with network theory and the notion of 'strong ties' but with
the distinction that CoPs focus on the "practice that is created in
the process rather than on the network of relations and the flow of
information" [51, p. 287].

The structural elements of a CoP are the domain of knowledge,
the community of people who care about the domain, and the
practice that they develop so as to be effective in that domain
[51]. The community's domain sets the common ground, and
legitimizes the community by giving meaning to its members'
actions. The community is where members build trust and
personal relationships, and encourage others to help and share
ideas. It consists of a core group of active members plus a number
of peripheral members. Leadership is distributed, and some
members are referred to as experts, through the establishment of
formal or informal roles. The continuous process of participation,
reification and negotiation of meaning between the core and the
peripheral groups helps in the legitimization of the community's
roles and practices. The practices are emerging in order for the
members to be effective in the community's domain. These
practices include information, codified knowledge, tools,
language, style, and stories that the community members share.

Learning in CoPs is a process that takes place when a member
participates in collective action, through legitimization of
peripheral participation. This is a process where a newcomer
becomes a full participant in the community's sociocultural
collective practice [1]. These collective practices "form the
community's learning curriculum" [27, p. 97] and learning
actually occurs "through centripetal participation in the learning
curriculum of the ambient community" [27, p. 100]. Learning is
an integral part and the product of engagement in social practice,
and newcomers are learning through the negotiation of a new
identity of who they are in respect to the community [51, 47].
From this point of view, learning is viewed as an experience of
identity and modes of belonging. In time, both the individual and
the community as a whole will develop a unique perspective of
their domain.

2.2 Virtual Communities of Practice in
MMORPGs
Over the last three decades, virtual communities have emerged in
various fields of interest such as economics [25], sociology [40,
49], philosophy [28, 29], psychology [47], and education [48]. In
global markets, virtual communities are causing a shift of power
from the producers of goods and services to the customers who
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buy them [19]. In organizational studies, such communities reflect
the cornerstone for efficient knowledge sharing, organizational
learning [6], and innovation [55].

Members of virtual communities found great value in belonging
and acting in such communities, and despite the possible cultural
diversity [26] and the fact that they may never meet face-to-face,
they develop relationships and a portfolio of weak ties [49] that
motivate the trustful sharing of their emotions and knowledge.
Baym suggests that “these communities . . . create shared social
realities through interactive negotiation” [4, p. 161]. Common
referenced examples of successful virtual communities are The
WELL™ [8, 40, 26], the EPINIONS.COM™ [40], and the open
source community [55]. Inside these communities, participants are
helping each other because by doing so they can increase self-
esteem and social status, and receive respect from other members
[26, 49, 55].

Previous studies have shown that online role-playing games foster
the creation of virtual communities [47, 26]. Fine [13] provides
an analytical description of these virtual gaming spaces and
concludes that they are actually (virtual) social worlds. Virtual
game environments are not real. They are a simulation of reality
created by a sophisticated computer program and they only exist
as long as the server hosting the game application stays connected
to the Internet. Nevertheless, the game's virtual environment
provides a space for its players to ‘escape from self‘ [13] and
experience a new 'reality', to meet other people on-line and to
develop relationships, to collaborate in accomplishing complex
game related tasks, to share experiences and best practices, and to
learn how to make the most of their experience. The motivating
factors for sharing acquired knowledge in such virtual
communities include anticipated reciprocity, reputation, sense of
efficacy and attachment or commitment to a community [25, 40,
55]. In MMORPGs, these communities are known as ‘guilds’.

A ‘guild’ (or ‘clan’) is a group of players joined together for a
common goal or purpose. Most ‘guilds’ are created when more
than three players with a common interest decide to join their
efforts in a long-term basis. As mentioned earlier, each player has
to choose a role for his/her in-game character. But the game’s
scenario is too complex for a single player to manage and execute
all tasks. Of course, many players decide to follow a ‘solo career’
and cooperate with other players only when needed. But most
dedicated players take advantage of the game’s scenario and rules
and form ‘guilds’. Each ‘guild’ has its own purpose of existence
and it reflects its members’ interests and plans. Some ‘guilds’
have specific recruiting policies (i.e. in terms of roles, status,
resources, and player’s ethnicity, language, and gaming-style),
while others adopt a more open-boundary approach with a more
general membership policy. Some ‘guilds’ may also decide to
merge and become a larger and stronger community. They may
also decide to create alliances and establish trade-relationships or
claim war on other ‘guilds’.

MMORPGs provide a whole set of rules, procedures, and
interfaces to help players form and manage a ‘guild’, such as a
common ‘wallet’ and ‘hangar’, a custom governance structure and
ranking system, a voting mechanism, a private chat channel, and
rules regarding the ‘guild’s’ relationships (standing) with the
other ‘guilds’. These elements constitute the ‘common-pool
resources’ [34] and assist ‘guild’s’ members to minimize the free-
rider problem [34] and maximize the changes for members to

achieve their common interest. Larger guilds divide their
workforce into departments and assign one director to each one of
them. Directors have roles with special privileges and are
responsible for the optimal operation of their department.
Surprisingly, although the game’s scenario does not provide any
help or guide on the efficient management of ‘guilds’, such
communities find a way to survive and evolve in a ‘maturity
chamber’ where new players are learning through participation in
ongoing activities and engagement in collective knowledge.

In this research, we use the ‘guild’ as the primary unit of analysis
and conceive these communities as Virtual Communities of
Practice in order to understand what players as participants learn
in such communities and how the game’s environment supports
their creation and cultivation. It has already been noted that CoPs
are formed and exist in virtual spaces, where people congregate
and develop shared ways of pursuing their common interests [51,
52, 20, 28]. These communities are also known as Distributed
Communities of Practice [52, 20], emphasizing the geographically
distributed nature of the community. In this paper, we use the
term Virtual Communities of Practice in order to emphasize the
'virtual' dimension of the non-physical environment in which
these ‘guilds’ exist.

The formation of Virtual CoPs is intentional and is encouraged
and supported by the game's rules, scenario, and goals. Their
domain is knowledge regarding the game's storyline, scenario, and
rules. The community consists of players that come together in
order to share knowledge, histories and experiences, and
legitimatize collective practices towards the achievement of the
domain's goals. Practices in Virtual CoPs encompass the
collective perspective of the game's state, and of the community
members' ways of behaving and acting online.

3. THE CONTEXT AND METHOD OF OUR
RESEARCH
MMORPGs are offering a virtual environment that allows a huge
number of players to meet and play online by using their
computers inter-connected via the Internet. Each player must pay
a flat-rate monthly fee and create at least one 'character', which
will be his/her virtual representation in the virtual context. The
player then needs to be ‘educated’ in the game’s possibilities [1].
After an introductory tutorial (s)he can explore and interact with
new places and objects, communicate and play with other players
online, develop new strategies and experiment with actions.

Coleman [10] categorizes the various rules that construct the
game’s environment and govern the gaming experience. First,
there are the procedural rules that describe the general parameters
of how the game is put in play. A subset of these rules is the
mediation rules that specify how an impasse or a conflict is
resolved. Second, there are the behavioral constraints that cover
the rules that specify what the player can and cannot do.
Moreover, there are rules that specify the goal of the game. These
rules determine the goals for each type of player and how they are
reached. Another major type of rule deals with the laws of
interaction between the player and the game environment. These
are the environmental response rules, and they are responsible for
creating an illusion of ‘existence’ through sensory interaction and
task accomplishment in the virtual environment. Finally, there are
the police rules, “giving the consequences to a player of breaking
one of the game’s rules”[10, p. 35]. In the case of MMORPGs,



44 SIGGROUP Bulletin   Volume 25, Number 1

the game’s developer is acting as a referee and in some cases may
even cancel a player’s account. Such incidents are not common
but when they occur, the player’s community conceives it as a
death penalty.

MMORPGs are different from other types of online games, such
as Internet games (i.e. chess), or network role-playing games
(tournaments). The main difference is that MMORPGs present a
persistent virtual world, where its players cannot 'save' their
progress and continue later. These 'worlds' are active everyday
and available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week (except for server
maintenance reboots), regardless of whether the player is 'online'
or not. Their main purpose is to provide a fantasy with player-
versus-player (PvP) challenges and enjoyment, motivating players
into forming an interactive ecology with other players, where they
can freely define and act their character's role "as close to or as far
away from one’s ‘real self’ as one chooses" [47, p. 14]. The in-
game decision-making and the player’s actions affect the ongoing
state and storyline of the game.

The research method chosen was participant observation in order
to be able to study the whole phenomenon from the view of an
insider, and capture spontaneous activities [23, 54]. Given the
purpose of the research and the nature of the (virtual) setting, the
first researcher adopted both a complete participant and a
complete observer role [24 cited in 17]. This was accomplished by
creating an account in a popular MMORPG, and by actively
participating in a ‘guild’, as well as by observing other players
and communities (‘guilds’) online. We tried to gain first-hand
experience of this environment. The researcher had no extensive
previous experience with games, although he was familiar with
video games in general (with a preference for simulations and
strategy games).

The first step of our inquiry was to review various commercially
available MMORPGs. The criteria for choosing the game used in
our research were its popularity (number of players/subscribers,
received awards, and general comments of MMORPG gamers’
community1), its worldwide availability (high geographical
distribution of players), and its age (so that we could observe
‘new-comers’ and ‘old-timers’). Additionally, we examined the
amount of supportive information provided that concerned the
gaming experience (volume of messages in the game’s main
forum, number of fan sites), and the level of player’s participation
in the generation and management of that kind of information
(elapsed time between forum threads with new questions and
posts with answers). Finally, we wanted the game’s setting to be
appealing and attractive to the researcher (sci-fi style in a galaxy,
flying spaceships, etc). Eventually, on Monday, 1st of September
2003 our observation was initiated in the 'Earth & BeyondTM'
(E&B) MMORPG.

E&B is a popular science fiction based MMORPG. It was
introduced to the market in October 2002 and by the time we
initiated the study it had already more than 150,000 players
                                                                
1 Players are usually gathering in forums like

http://www.mmorpg.com and http://www.mmorpg.net and post
reviews for comparing various MMORPGs. For example, many
games are supposed to be better than others based on the fact
that their communities are supportive and willing to help
players. According to http://www.mmorpg.com there are 142
MMORPGs available or under development.

(subscribers). The game’s environment, as in all MMORPGs, is
accessible via a client application in a personal computer
connected to the Internet. Inside the game’s main web page2

players can download the client for free and subscribe (create an
account), read various help files, become familiar with the game’s
rules and terms of use, and communicate asynchronously with the
other players using the forum. There are also many fansites that
offer alternative forums and a series of supportive information
with extensive guides, tips and tricks, workarounds, and a small
dictionary with the abbreviations and other ‘reserved words’ used
by the game’s players. On late March 2004, the developers of
E&B announced that they would not continue to support the
game’s maintenance, and that it would stop functioning on the
22nd of September 2004. Most players cancelled their subscription
and moved to other MMORPGs, some of them decided to stop
playing, while others just continued to play the game till its end
('sunset').

On the 26th of March 2004, and after 726 hours of active
participation in E&B space, our study continued in a similar
MMORPG named 'EVE: The second Genesis TM' (EVE). During
that time, the researcher was an active member in one of the
largest ‘guilds’ in E&B, and he was promoted to the role of the
director in one of the ‘guild’s’ departments. After a voting process
inside the ‘guild’, EVE was chosen as the next place to continue
our ‘guild’s’ legacy. EVE shares many similarities with E&B (it is
also a science fiction space simulator game) but offers a richer
scenario, social and economical structure, and thus, more complex
tasks to be executed by its players. Its main web site3 contains lots
of resources, including information about the game’s
characteristics and rules, a forum which sustains a huge amount of
discussions regarding managing and trading in-game resources
and objects (spaceships, weapons, shields etc.), a section with
open discussions between the game’s developers and the players,
frequently asked questions and workarounds, and a section where
guilds advertise their actions and recruit new members. There are
also numerous web sites created by EVE enthusiasts, offering
services such as auctions, geopolitical reports and guilds’ political
statements, videos and comics, and small applications for
character and ‘guild’ management. Moreover, EVE has its own
radio station broadcasting via the Internet, where guilds can
advertise their achievements and promote their political agendas,
organize contests, gatherings and social events, and make
petitions to the developers for content updates. All these fansites
serve as information and communication portals. Players are the
main sponsors of these sites, and they donate money for their
operational costs, and some of them volunteer for the
development of new content and services.

Volunteering is a common phenomenon in MMORPG
communities. CCP™, the company that developed and maintains
EVE, supports a volunteer program called Interstellar Services
Department (ISD). This is actually a group of players with a
‘mission’ to help new players (via the in-game’s help chat
channel) become familiar with the game’s settings, and to monitor
and moderate the noticeboards (forum) in the game’s main web
site. The ISD members receive training courses from the game’s

                                                                
2 http://www.earthandbeyond.com
3 http://www.eve-online.com
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developers in order to evaluate a player’s misbehavior, petitions
or cheating and report back to the developers.

Due to the nature of the adopted research method, it was not
possible for the researcher to gain a deep insight of the game’s
demographics and meet all the persons behind the
character/avatar. However, he was able to participate in many
events, meet some of the players face-to-face, and conduct
unstructured interviews. He also used the in-game chat’s private
rooms and third party Voice over IP applications in order to talk
to many players, including guilds’ CEOs, directors and members,
as well as players following a ‘solo’ career. Additionally, all the
supported information from the game’s web pages and fansites
were studied, including short scientific articles (that justify the
existence of in-game exotic technologies like teleportation),
chronicles, in-game news and newsletters, player guides, game’s
term and policies, and finally a huge amount of threads on the
game’s noticeboards.

4. VIRTUAL COMMUNITIES IN
MMORPGS: A FOCUS ON LEARNING
ASPECTS
In this research, we study learning as the process and the product
of participation in social collective practices. We focus on in-
game ‘guilds’ in MMORPGs, which according to LPP, are the
central and most essential element for understanding skill
acquisition and learning processes underlining the gaming
experience. To this end, and based on our observations, we
discuss the process of becoming a full member of a 'guild', as a
way of learning by participating in collective practices.

Becoming a full member of a community is a long process and
requires commitment to the community’s goals, trust of the other
community’s members and adaptation to the new sociocultural
reality and practices that each ‘guild’ promotes. Each community
has its own structure and rules, and promotes its own norms and
playing-style. When a player decides to become a member of one
of the game’s communities, (s)he visits its web page and fills in an
application form, or contacts one of its members on-line. It is a
common practice that each ‘guild’ has one director responsible for
public relations and recruitment tasks.

In the application form, the applicant states a list of her/his
character's main attributes ('skills'), the major tasks accomplished
so far (i.e. important missions), a statement that (s)he agrees with
the community's goals and practices (game style), a list of
additional roles (s)he wishes to perform in the community, and
also a list of any recommendations made by other trusted players.
Some communities don’t accept new members (they prefer
experienced ones), others are dedicated to players with the same
nationality, while others only accept players with a specific set of
attributes (i.e. be a fighter). Players can also visit and register in
the community's public forum where they can introduce
themselves, ask more questions and receive feedback. Because
games are both collaborative and competitive environments, every
community is aware of the existence of numerous spies around
them. That is why applications for recruiting new members are
processed only by higher ranked players (directors). As a result, it
is not easy for a player to join one of the guilds. The applicant will
have to gain first the community's trust.

From the community's point of view, a higher ranked and
prestigious member acts as the recruitment director and (s)he
needs to check on the applicant. To do so, the director checks the
candidate’s security status, and also searches the game's main
forum where players are reporting on other players, for example
for being rude and/or showing aggressive behavior (grief players).
Additionally, the ‘director’ consults with other players using the
in-game public chat channel. In most cases, small communities
are more open to new members than larger ones. Larger and more
experienced communities are more suspicious of 'thieves' and they
are reluctant to accept new members and give them direct access
to their common pool of resources [34]. In the case that the
candidate is a new 'character', or has no previous criminal record,
(s)he is accepted and ranked as a trial member of the community.

In the beginning, the newcomer remains in the community's
periphery but in continuous communication with the community's
core group. Each game uses its own (reserved) words and phrases
for describing various places, objects, and actions. All players
should be familiar with these words in order for them to be able to
communicate with other members, the game's developers and
make the most of their experience in the virtual environment. The
community encourages the newcomer to engage in meaningful
practices and provides access to a few basic common resources
such as the community's knowledge repository that, eventually,
enhance the newcomer's participation in collective activities. This
continuous engagement, participation, and socialization process
intrinsically motivates newcomers to become part of the
community’s cultural context, and become familiar with the
community's language, politics, norms, and history.

Old members help new members to become masters by
encouraging them to join one of the community's departments (or
chapters), to participate in collective practices like 'group hunting'
or in training sessions, in order to further develop their character's
attributes. Communities monitor and respond to changes in the
game's state by forming strategies and altering their learning
curriculum. For example, if another community 'declares war' on
them, they issue specialized fighting courses for the newcomers to
participate, encourage them to visit their forum and read previous
war stories and tactics, and practice in third party communication
services that support voice over IP communication.

In any case, most of the players’ actions are being monitored and
moderated by the other community members, but also by the game
developers. Game developers (also known as game masters) are
active characters in the game and they support other players that
use the help chat channel, by receiving feedback on program
errors or reports on some players’ aggressive and rude behavior.
Within a community, promotion criteria are strongly related to a
user's contribution levels (algorithmically calculated by the game),
the number of missions and jobs executed, her/his willingness to
help others, and her/his alignment [51] to the ‘guild's’ values
(code of honor).

For a newcomer, community membership is defined by the
ongoing process of mutual engagement in shared practices (e.g.,
negotiation of meaning), and developing a new perspective, as
well as a new repertoire, and histories of participation in the
community's joint enterprise. In time, the newcomer may decide
to leave the community or stay by earning a full membership.
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Table 1. Designed and Emergent elements catalyzing skills development through participation in MMORPG Virtual Communities
of Practice

In-game skills Designed/ Emergent Practices

1. Studying the game's history, landscape and taking part
in the storyline development

2. Becoming familiar with the game's free economy
3. Developing new trading techniques and practices
4. Developing a sense of identity and belonging
5. Taking responsibility of one’s own actions
6. Handling unstructured problems
7. Socializing and sustaining relationships online
8. Coping with online cultural diversity
9. Balancing and prioritizing individual and community

needs
10. Becoming familiar with game controls and user

interface

1. Background information exemplifying the game’s evolving storyline
(could be based in real factual historical events), territory map

2. Trading virtual resources, escrows
3. In-game market, supply and demand graphs, auctions
4. In-game ‘guilds’, player gatherings and events
5. Game’s logs, chat files
6. Progressively complicated scenario
7. Private chat rooms, e-mailing systems, complex tasks that require

team working, web-templates for players to create their own fansites
8. Common language, anonymity, communication rules that prohibit

public discussions regarding religious, political or real-world’s
international issues

9. ‘Guild’ management system
10. Help files and guides, ‘help’ chat room and forums

'Afk' skills Designed/ Emergent Practices

1. Collaboration and team-work
2. Developing a sense of ownership and economic values
3. Participating in collective activities
4. Negotiating and trading (virtual) resources
5. Communicating knowledge
6. Engaging in computer-mediated decision-making

procedures
7. Managing the commons
8. Developing and reassessing complex strategies
9. Processing contextual-symbolic information
10. Becoming familiar with politics
11. Practicing leadership and administrative tasks (project

management)

1. Rules that promote fair-play, task-oriented scenario (missions)
2. Private space (hangar) and wallet, rare ‘resources’, virtual money
3. Promotion of team working for the execution of complex tasks
4. Auctions
5. Synchronous and asynchronous communication, verbal and oral

communication channels
6. Game rules and mechanisms that promote consensus, voting system
7. Limited resources, common pool resources
8. ‘Player versus player’ tasks, tactic analysis, games are virtual

environments (low risks and costs in trying alternatives)
9. Information intensive environment, fansites offering accumulated

knowledge
10. Geo-political map, propaganda between competing ‘guilds’
11. Ranking and status system

Eventually, (s)he develops a new identity ('persona') through the
continuous participation and reification to the community's
practices [51]. (S)he masters the game's rules, interface controls,
learns how to interact with virtual objects, and becomes familiar
with resource management procedures. When needed, (s)he
participates in decision-making procedures, using both the private
chat channel and the community's forum to express her/his
opinion and arguments, and vote toward a collective action. On a
regular basis, communities organize 'events on Earth', such as fan
gathering parties, where members can meet and discuss face-to-
face. During these events, they have the opportunity to meet each
other, share stories and anecdotes, and discuss about the
challenges and the next steps of their community's development.

Inevitably, this process of becoming a member, through identity
negotiation and learning in virtual communities, results in the
development of a player's skills. These skills are required in order
to participate in the game's environment as an individual and
engage in the collective knowledge and practices as a member of a
larger community. Skills may be long-term or short-term, while
some of them can be transferable to other non-virtual social
contexts. Based on our findings, we categorize these skills into
two categories (Table 1). The first category refers to 'in-game'
skills, and includes all the skills that players are motivated to
develop in order to maximize their game enjoyment. The second

category refers to 'afk4-skills' and includes skills that can be
learned during participation in virtual communities and
differentiate players from masters. These skills may be also
applicable in real life social contexts. For each one of the listed
skills, we note the game’s characteristics that catalyze and reflect
community building and skill development.

5. COMMUNITIES: THE LINK BETWEEN
GAMES AND LEARNING
Games provide an alternative and supportive medium for learning
and skill acquisition [38, 33, 41, 15, 48]. Many scholars and
projects (i.e. the Computer Games in the Education project [12])
support the idea of using games in educational settings since they
support skills development. Additionally, many organizations use
corporate role-playing strategy games and simulations to train
their employees [14, 53]. Abt [1] classifies educational games
according to whether they emphasize skill, chance, reality or
fantasy. MMORPGs are more than simulations of real-fantasy
worlds. They present a new genre of games, due to their
community building mechanisms. This element combined with the
game’s continuity (persistent world) present a virtual learning

                                                                
4 The term ‘afk’ is used among the role-playing gamers and stands

for ‘away from keyboard’. It means that someone is connected
and active in the game’s environment but actually is not present.
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space where participants can master the game by executing pre-
designed tasks, but also by developing emergent learning
practices. By observing how these learning practices unfold, the
process of engaging in the 'guild's' collective activities can be
studied using the theory of Communities of Practice and Virtual
CoP, as the central element for the skill acquisition and the
learning processes underlying the gaming experience. The
objective of this research was to document these practices and
study virtual-game environments in order to understand learning
opportunities within and among these communities. Conclusively,
we argue that Virtual CoPs can actually nurture and mobilize
learning.

Heim [18] describes virtual reality as a product of computers and
network systems, an interface with three characteristics:
immersion, interactivity, and information intensity. In this study,
we focus on two popular MMORPGs, that although they were not
initially designed to support learning, there is evidence that they
can facilitate learning through their power on fostering
community building.

Games like MMORPGs can by studied from four different points
of view. Firstly, we can study them as commercial products (in
terms of technologies, business plans, and revenue models).
Secondly, we can study them as a leisure activity, as they offer
enjoyment and engrossment in a fantasy world. Thirdly, due to
their nature, we can study them as community building arenas,
and isolate the characteristics that support communities online.
Finally, we can study them as a virtual learning community, where
players can learn and develop various skills. Wenger [51]
proposes a framework for designing a virtual learning community
as a fabric of facilities of engagement, imagination, and
alignment. MMORPGs embrace these facilities through their
networked technologies, task-accomplishing scenarios, rules, and
the in-game mechanisms of multimembership and knowledge
brokering. Game designers have a great opportunity to design
games that will not only be entertaining and profitable, but also
educative learning communities.

6. LOOKING AHEAD
Games are the fastest-growing area of the entertainment market,
and they already are an integral part of our culture. Using
powerful graphic 3D engines, sophisticated programs and exotic
computer peripherals they represent virtual environments in a
realistic way. Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games
(MMORPG’s) arguably represent the leading edge of online role-
playing games development in terms of technological complexity,
resource requirements, and business models. They provide a
virtual environment where millions of players compete and
collaborate, form communities, and socialize online.

In this research, we explored virtual environments created by two
popular multiplayer role-playing games in order to better
understand the players' learning practices, and the range of skills
they develop by participating in such virtual spaces. The primary
unit of analysis is the 'guild', and we study learning as a product
and as a part of the participation process in social collective
practices of such ‘guilds’. The research was based on the
observation of players' behaviors, direct participation in the
virtual community, a collection of publicly available documents,
and unstructured interviews with a number of co-players. One
limitation of this qualitative research was the lack of demographic

data on participants. As a result, the research was not able to
record and consider such demographic characteristics as age,
gender and cultural background.

Games like MMORPGs provide an interactive and dynamic
socialization medium, and a safe way to experience real problems
and situations. Players are intrinsically motivated by the game's
scenario, rules and parameters, to form in-game virtual
communities ('guilds'), where they can experience the game
collectively and maximize their enjoyment. Inside these
communities, a player learns and develops her/his skill base
through the participation, reification, and negotiation of meaning
of her/his own and the community's practices. Players develop a
new identity in respect to the rest of the collective, learn how to
socialize and behave on-line, develop intimate relationships and
share knowledge with others.

Games evolve as an integral part of our culture, introducing new
technologies and concepts. People engage in pervasive games that
use the best of two worlds, the virtual and the physical, in order to
offer to its players the sense of maximum enjoyment. Further
research is needed on the situated nature of learning in virtual
spaces, and the identification of the actual social roles the
participants are developing online.
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