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Dominance in the Online Gaming Community

“After launching Warcraft III, I clicked on the Battle.net button in order to play online.  I was a relatively new Warcraft player and interested to see what the online gaming community was like.  After creating a new account, I entered the realm of the servers and began looking for a game to join.  A logical choice was entitled ‘newbies!’ and so I joined the game.  Shortly after the game began, I was hero rushed, and then attacked by an advanced army.  Whoever this opponent was, he certainly knew exactly what he was doing.  Having lost within 10 minutes of starting, and now discouraged, I quit the game and signed off of Battle.net.” Upon reflecting on this gaming experience, I noticed that the game was not fun for two reasons: there was no competition and my opponent was unsportsmanlike. Quite literally, I was outmatched by my opponent to such a degree that there really was no competition between us, nor did he try to engage me on his level.  Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman declare that “Competition occurs when players struggle against each other within the artificial conflict of a game” (Salen 255).  In my case, the struggle was not fair and was short-lived.  Unfortunately, this instance of online gaming was not the only time I had had this sort of experience.  Nor am I alone in these experiences; I have heard numerous accounts of such events happening to people.  I define the behavior of overly experienced players slaughtering new players as exhibiting “dominance,” as the experienced player is doing more than beating the new player; they are dominating them to an embarrassing degree.  Another situation in which dominance is occurs is when a cheater breaks the rules in order to slaughter another player.  The online gaming community (being a play community) is described in Rules of Play as “a function of the rules of the game, the personalities of the players, the interactions between players, and the larger social context in which the game takes place” (Salen 471).  The interplay between players, forming the social environment and friendly competition, is largely what makes a game particularly enjoyable within a gaming community.  Unfortunately, some players exhibit dominance in the online gaming community, and in doing so, shatter the interplay between players and friendly competition, ultimately lessening the enjoyment of playing in the community.


Players can be divided into five categories based on how they interact with the rules of the game and what their intentions in the game are.  In Rules of Play, Salen categorizes how players play the game into the following five types:
The Standard Player: This player type is a “standard” and honest game player that plays the game as it was designed to be played, following the rules and respecting their authority.”

The Dedicated Player: This close cousin of the standard player studies the formal systems of a game in order to master and perfect his or her play of the game, often finding and exploiting unusual strategies in order to win.

The Unsportsmanlike Player: This third type of player follows the rules of a game, but does so in a way that violates the spirit of the [rules of the game].

The Cheat: The cheater, unlike the other kinds of game-players, actually violates the formal rules of the game, but does so in order to win the game.

The Spoil-Sport: This kind of game player is hardly a player at all.  Unlike the cheat, the spoilsport refuses to acknowledge [the play] of the game and does not care about winning or following the rules.

(Salen 268-269).

While most players fall under one of the first two categories, all too often it is a player from the one of the other three categories that interferes with our gaming experience.  In my case, it was an “unsportsmanlike player” who, while following the rules of the game, was violating the spirit of the advancement system set up by the game.  The game is set up such that advanced players should not be able to compete against new players.  However, by setting up a new account, this player took advantage of a flaw in the game system, and was fighting opponents far below his level all the same.  In addition to unsportsmanlike players, the online gaming community also contains many players that fall into “the cheat” category.  Despite the fact that “eliminating cheating in Diablo II was one of [the developers’] highest priorities during development,” there is still cheating in Diablo II.  Even the developers recognized that, in reality, determined cheaters would find a way to cheat (“Battle.net”).  Fortunately, there do not appear to be many spoilsports online. This is likely because playing in the online gaming community is optional and deliberate and thus there is very little motivation for a spoilsport to sign online in the first place.  From this categorization we can see that only certain types of players, and in general only a minority of players, inhibit the enjoyment of others in the online gaming community.

The online gaming community is comprised of social interactions between players with games acting as a catalyst.  Games present a framework that helps social interaction to be more comfortable and enjoyable.  This is nothing new, either.  In the history of games, they “have been valued as social experiences, as a way for people to relate to each other, as a way for people to play together” (Salen 462). As social experiences are a part of playing games, it follows that the same factors that make a social situation uninviting or uncomfortable can also make a game situation uninviting or uncomfortable, and vice versa.  If a player only has uncomfortable gaming experiences, then they will only have uncomfortable social interaction with the gaming community.  This works in reverse, too. As DeKoven notes in his book The Well-Played Game, “The safer we feel in the game we’re playing, the more willing we are to play it” (DeKoven 16-17).  So we see that having a comfortable social environment, or gaming community, promotes the enjoyment of games and that games simultaneously help to make social interaction easier. 

While it is true that dedicated players may make standard players a little uncomfortable on occasion, generally it is the unsportsmanlike players, the cheaters, and the spoilsports that make the game interaction uncomfortable and thus have a negative effect on the gaming community.  With unsportsmanlike players, a player may feel that they do not understand the social situation because they do not feel that they understand the rules.  Or they may be outright offended by the style in which an unsportsmanlike player is playing the game.  Likewise with cheaters, a player probably does not understand the game rules because the cheater is in fact breaking them, and thus may feel confused and socially awkward in the gaming community. Spoilsports go one step further.  In addition to not following the rules, spoilsports do not even have the same general game goals as the standard or dedicated player.  This sort of gaming experience makes comfortable social interaction nearly impossible and detracts from any sense of coherent gaming community.  Thus, through the social conflict created by unsportsmanlike, cheating, and spoilsport players, players’ online gaming experiences are diminished.
The online gaming community is in part bound by a sense of cooperation–cooperation necessary to enjoying playing games.  The gaming conflict and social awkwardness introduced by the unsportsmanlike, cheating, and spoilsport players further diminish players’ gaming experiences by fracturing this sense of cooperation. Cooperation is an inherent and necessary condition for competition to occur.  In fact, “the root of the word ‘compete’ is the Latin con petire, which means ‘to seek together’” (Salen 256). Playing games is a collaborative effort.  All players need to contribute, and if one opposes the group (such as a cheater or spoilsport), it can ruin the enjoyment for the entire group. All games are inherently cooperative because “the very act of playing a game is an act of cooperation.  The players cooperatively form the space of the game, in order to create a competition for their own amusement” (Salen 256).  Without the players, there is no game.  Without cooperation between the players, there is competition in the game.  The goal of this cooperation is to create competition, but competition for what purpose?  Their own amusement.  In particular, note that their is plural…it refers to all of the players, not a single player.  Therefore, we see that the negative effect unsportsmanlike, cheating, and spoilsport players have on the gaming community is amplified by the degradation of competition, as a result of their lack of cooperation.


Social awkwardness aside, competition alone can greatly enhance players’ enjoyment of a game.  Andrew Fluegelman and Shoshana Tembeck openly declare that “The best games are those in which you can play your hardest and still count on [your] opponent to meet your effort–to compete with you” (Fluegelman and Tembeck 87).  This form of fair competition, where no player is being unsportsmanlike or cheating, where both players care about the game, is what generates the best games.  Furthermore, we find that “if [a group of players has] decided to invest [a] game with meaning in order to play, they all have a vested interest in maintaining the level playing field of conflict created by the rules” (Salen 269).  This makes sense in that players are spending time and effort (and sometimes money) to play a game, and that they desire something to come out of that time and effort, namely, fun and enjoyment.  Since the standard player knows that violating the rules will weaken the competitive aspects, and that reducing the competitive aspects reduces the fun, they have incentive to enforce the rules.  Thus, it is the obeying of rules, and the fair competition that comes as a result, that enhances the gaming experience of the players.


While competition can enhance a player’s enjoyment, it can also detract from it, as can be seen by analyzing the role of implicit rules in gaming experiences.  There are essentially two types of rules: explicit and implicit.  Explicit rules are what we normally think of as game rules and cover the operation of the game.  They are used primarily to separate the cheaters from the dedicated players.  Implicit rules, on the other hand, are mutual understandings players have with regard to playing the game, and are rarely stated outright.  One example of this understanding is “the fact that … players in a [turn-based] game … know that each will take a reasonable amount of time on their turn” (Salen 474).  Another example of an understanding is that “players will not cheat or become spoilsports” (Salen 474).  In each case, the implicit rules are not stated as part of the game rules, but are a common understanding that enable the players to have fun together. Unsportsmanlike behavior can be clarified as not just violating the spirit of the rules, but actually being “a violition of the ‘unwritten’ rules of a game, the implicit rules that are not actually written out, but are observed by all players” (Salen 271).  Thus, we find that the activities of a few players, namely violating implicit rules of gaming, can reduce the enjoyment of the other players within a gaming community through the decrease in competition.

From our analysis of the role of competition in determining player enjoyment, it is clear that practices of dominance decrease the overall enjoyment in the online gaming community and should be stopped.  The minority of gamers who are unsportsmanlike or cheat can ruin the online gaming experience for the standard and dedicated players.  The aim of the online gaming community as a whole should be to maximize players’ fun and enjoyment.  The primary way by which this can be achieved is through “leveling the playing field” and encouraging fair competition.  After all, “competitive elements are considered the most important determinant of the enjoyment arising from playing computer games” (Vorderer 2).  As I’ve discussed above, the online gaming community should be cooperative in order to enhance the enjoyment of the competition.  Obeying the rules, both the explicit ones and the implicit ones, is crucial for all players in order to maximize the players’ fun.  Both cheaters and unsportsmanlike players ascribe to the philosophy “when you have to win, you’re willing to break whatever rules you can if that would help you get closer to the goal.  When you have to win, you’re not concerned with fairness, feeling, the community, or even play” (DeKoven qtd. in Salen 267).  This philosophy does not respect the rules nor does it strive for fair competition and thus it detracts from the enjoyment of players in the gaming community.  It is clear, then, that cheaters, who break the explicit rules, or unsportsmanlike players, who break the implicit rules, are a detriment to maximizing player enjoyment.
While it is true that a small number of players may enjoy unsportsmanlike behavior and cheating more than standard play, the negative effect of this behavior on other players is unacceptable and does not make up for the enjoyment that they gain for themselves.  An analogy might be made to school.  Students attend school to learn, and schools have responded by making rules that punish any student who interferes with another student’s ability to learn.  For example, being disruptive during a test would get a student into trouble because it is interfering with the other students’ ability to do well on the test.  Likewise in the online gaming community, players should be punished for preventing other players from having fun.  Many online gaming companies have implemented systems for removing such players, but the systems are only partially effective.  Ultimately, the change must come from the community.  If the online gaming community universally frowned upon unsportsmanlike behavior and cheating, in combination with the measures already in place to deter such behavior, unsportsmanlike players and cheaters would submit to the critical peer pressure.  For example, if a Warcraft III player had a perfect 100-0 win-loss ratio, it would be highly suspicious that the player was not competing with opponents of his level.  By all other players refusing to join a game with him, the player would not be able to continue being unsportsmanlike and continue playing the game.  

In the online gaming community, some players practice dominance without regard to the negative effects it has on other players’ gaming enjoyment.  By disrupting social interaction and not cooperating in the creation of fair competition, unsportsmanlike, cheating, and spoilsport players—players who practice dominance—lessen the enjoyment of playing in the online gaming community.  This disruption and subsequent lessening of enjoyment constitutes unacceptable behavior and should be stopped.  No player has the right to decrease the enjoyment of another player’s gaming experience, except through fair competition.  If you are one such player, I encourage to reflect on the consequences of your actions, and to change your ways.  If, however, you are a standard or dedicated player, I encourage you to oppose the unsportsmanlike, cheating, and spoilsport players in order to bolster the enjoyment that players receive through playing games in the online gaming community.
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Theories on why it happens with online gaming 

Face to face

“When most players play a game, especially a game with other players that can be seen face-to-face, they respect the rules and play the game from beginning to end.”

Team oriented vs. single player

Official regulations (attempts to stop bad stuff)

Blizzard’s Website

http://www.worldofwarcraft.com/info/basics/partyrules.html
http://www.worldofwarcraft.com/info/basics/partytips.html\
Battlenet

We realize that cheating was a serious problem in the original Diablo when playing public games on Battle.net. Eliminating cheating in Diablo II was one of our highest priorities during development. In particular, our new client-server model will ensure greater integrity of games and characters. 

http://www.battle.net/diablo2exp/faq/multiplayer.shtml
“Cheating might grow from a desire to beat the game system itself, to show up other players, or to reap rewards of glory external to the game” (RoP 275).

Although the simple exploration of the available possibilities to act may also be entertaining, the suspenseful coping with challenges such as tasks, dangers, and threats that may lead to highly enjoyable success appears to be the more important source of entertainment during the playing process (see also [2]). 

However, engagement in competitive situations holds the risk to lose, which would cause negative emotions and reduce the enjoyment. Playing computer games is therefore expected to be fun only if a sufficient portion of the competitive game situations is mastered by the player. For this reason, many games allow for adjustments of difficulty levels in order to regulate the probability of success and failure in competitive situations according to the player’s skill.

As the participation in challenging and competitive situations appears to be an important reason for the enjoyment felt by computer game players, it is a plausible assumption that some individuals may experience more enjoyment from this activity than others, because there are individual differences with respect to the preference for engagement in competitive situations.

Any recommendations on how things could be fixed should go here.

Implications

“The game itself is an artificial social space that players enter, yet the “rules” by which players come to know a sense of trust belong to the world outside the game, to the realm of shared social and cultural values.  What connects the values of the game and the values of the real world?  The answer is … the implicit rules of a game” (RoP 473).

Unused Quotes

 “Unlike standard and dedicated players who generally engage openly with the “fun” quality of play, there is something negative about unsportsmanlike behavior” (RoP 271).

 “To cheat or transgress in a game means to break the rules, to have a relationship to the formal system that is different than the relationship that the formal system itself presupposes and endorses” (RoP 268).


RoP 129 – quote on implicit rules 


RoP 130 – Implicit Rules


Implicit rules are violated by dominance and hacking

In sum, competitive elements are considered the most important determinant of the

enjoyment arising from playing computer games.

On a general level, people can be distinguished with regard to their social value orientation [16], which determines what kind of results they prefer to produce through their actions. These results can be differentiated in competitive, individualistic and cooperative outcomes. An individualistic orientation reflects the general tendency to maximize one’s own benefits (ego = max). Cooperative orientation means to care about both one’s own as well as the benefits of the other (ego plus other = max). A competitive orientation, finally, reflects the general tendency to maximize the own benefits in relation to the benefits obtained by others (ego minus other = max). It is likely that individuals who hold such a competitive disposition will seek actively for competitive computer-games and will be strongly motivated to challenge and surpass others (“Wetteifermotiv”; see [17]).

In all of the three analyses the motivation to compete turned out to be a stronger predictor of the selection of (competitive) computer games than the user’s self-efficacy.

“Although we can assert with confidence that all games are competitive, it is equally true that all games are cooperative” (RoP 255).

“To play a game is to participate in the discourse of the game with the other players.  … Therefore, to play a game is to cooperatively take on the artificial meanings of the game, to communicate to the other players through the artificial discourse that the game makes possible.” (Salen 256)
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competition in many computer-games may also arise from a

social situation, in which the user competes against an opponent that is controlled by

the computer (c.f. [9]) or another user [10]. To distinguish this specific kind of

competition in computer-games from the assumptions made above, we refer to it as

social competition
Social competition can be regarded as a process which develops by competitive actions performed by individuals or social entities in order to maintain their own interests to the disadvantage of others.

Each social entity monitors the

process by ongoing evaluations of the “status quo“. These evaluations include the

perception about how the current individual’s position is in contrast to the positions of

the others and what tendency is expected for the further process of the competition.

Thus, the evaluations consist of different social comparisons [11] related to the current

situation. In accordance to the assumptions mentioned above, every evaluation likely

leads to an emotional state (enjoyment, stress, frustration) that differs in accordance to

how the “status quo“ is perceived (e.g., an individual who perceives herself/himself in

the leading position will feel a positive mood). As an outcome of the overall

competitive process it is likely that the individual’s self-esteem, as well as the

individual’s mood have changed in accordance to the ongoing evaluations and social

comparisons (see [12])..
Overall, 795 subjects participated in the online survey study. On the basis of the

calculations addressed above, 23,6% (n = 188) turned out to hold a competitive social

value disposition, whereas 22,4% (n = 178) held a individualistic and 38,2% (n = 304)

a prosocial disposition (15,7%; n = 125 could not be assigned to one particular

disposition).

Moreover, the developers’ perspective has virtually been ignored by

communication researchers and psychologists. An interdisciplinary dialogue between

engineers, developers, and social scientists on the enjoyment derived from playing

video games may therefore inspire future research that allows for better insights into

this leisure activity that has become so appealing to whole generations in numerous

countries.

