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ABSTRACT 

 

 
This dissertation explores and describes the in-character and out-of-character information 

worlds and digital literacy practices of role-players, those that create and enact their characters’ 

or avatars’ stories, both within and outside of WildStar, a Massively Multiplayer Online Role-

Playing Game (MMORPG) (Carbine Studios, 2015).  Utilizing Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) 

theory of information worlds alongside the Partnership for 21st Century Learning’s (2011a) 

framework for information, media, and information communication technology literacy skills as 

lenses for qualitative content analysis, the researcher describes the social context(s) of the digital 

literacy practices used by role-players.  These skills are crucial for success in the 21st century, in 

general, as well as in the virtual worlds of MMORPGs due to the amount of information and 

research needed to advance through the game (Martin, 2011, 2012; Martin et. al, 2012; 

Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2011a).   

This study employs a hybrid ethnographic approach, which is multi-sited and adaptive to 

allow for a closer following of the research phenomenon and the opportunity to explore emergent 

behaviors, is accelerated and data intensive, and includes overt engagement in role-playing 

activities alongside informants in addition to traditional observation.  Qualitative data was 

collected from in-game chatlogs, screenshots, audiovisual recordings, and a sampling of 

community artifacts, such as forums and other community-mediated websites. Additionally, 17 

sets of semi-structured interviews were conducted both in- and out-of-character to better 

understand the intersections between the informants’ real and virtual lives.   

The findings both confirm and expand upon previous work on the social aspects of digital 

literacy practices of MMORPG players.  Role-playing, as a social and creative activity, is highly 

dependent on the effective exchange of information.  This exchange of information is impacted 

by the social norms, information values, and boundaries within and across the community.  For 

instance, out-of-character information or disputes should never find their way into an in-

character dialogue unless it has been previously discussed during role-playing events or 

storylines, or unless consent has been granted by both parties involved beforehand.  Intuitively, 

the digital literacy practices of role-players consist of a symbiotic interaction and combination of 

the normative information behaviors and information value systems of the community.  This 

reinforces the contextual nature of digital literacy and may suggest that issues with the 
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transference of digital literacy skills for use across different settings, such as academic, work, 

personal, etc., are due to conflicting information value systems despite potentially similar types 

of information or information behaviors being used.   

As the first study to apply the theory of information worlds to an ethnographic study of 

role-players in a MMORPG, the researcher evaluates and potentially expands upon the theory in 

order to determine its usefulness given the research context and methodology.  Additionally, the 

methodological complications caused by the competing aspects of a study dually tasked with 

creating a detailed description and protecting the informants of a small and open online 

community are discussed.  Finally, the researcher also discusses how role-playing might be used 

in the library or classroom for digital literacy skills instruction. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Login 

Video games have a user group that encompasses all genders, ages, education levels, 

classes, and ethnicities (Entertainment Software Association, 2015; Lenhart et al., 2008; Lenhart, 

Jones, & Macgill, 2008; Squire & Steinkuehler, 2005; Yee, 2006).  Game Studies, also known as 

Digital Game Studies, Videogame Studies, Computer Game Studies, or Ludology, has received 

increased attention over the past years (Baker, 2010).  Research in Games Studies ranges from 

critiquing of the games’ narratives, to observations of player behaviors and language, gaming 

cultures, and even the philosophies imbedded in the plots of games (Baker, 2010; Boellstorff, 

2006).  Researchers have suggested that virtual worlds also have the potential to test real world 

issues, such as epidemics, and to even aid in biomedical research.  Case in point, an in-game 

disease called “corrupted blood” unexpectedly spread across the virtual fantasy world of World 

of Warcraft (WOW) (http://us.battle.net/wow/en/) and killed thousands of player avatars (Balicer, 

2007; Virtual game, 2007).  More recently, online gamers playing Foldit (https://fold.it/) helped 

researchers discover the structure of a retrovirus enzyme that had been a mystery for a decade 

(Breakthrough, 2011).  Nonprofit organizations such as Game for Change (2014; 

www.gamesforchange.org) host and promote the creation of games that teach about and tackle 

social, environmental, psychological, health, gender, human rights, economic, and other issues.   

While video games are interactive media by definition, Massively Multiplayer Online 

Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs) offer a uniquely immersive and multifaceted gameplay 

experience.  In MMORPGs, there are extensive levels of interaction between users, other 

players, artificially intelligent non-players, and the environments created within the virtual 

world.  Subsequently, participants in the virtual worlds presented in MMORPGs are bombarded 

with copious amounts of information in textual, visual, spatial, and aural forms.   

1.2 Problem Statement 

With the acceleration, expansion and development of the Internet and other information 

communication technologies, people in the 21st century need to have the necessary skills to find, 

manipulate and evaluate information, media, and technology to become successful in both their 

professional and personal lives (Partnership for 21st Century Learning [P21], 2011a).  
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Information, media and information communication technology (IMCT) skills, referred to 

collectively as digital literacy skills in this project,1 are especially important in the high 

technology world of the 21st century.  Gross and Latham (2012) found that new college students 

over-inflate self-assessments of their information literacy skill level and are unaware that they 

lack important skills to succeed.  If this association persists across the general population, people 

entering college or the workforce may face a severe disadvantage early in the game of life 

without even knowing it.   Research on digital literacies will help to better understand how the 

skills are used and how they can be improved. 

Skills needed for the use, collection, management, and understanding of information, 

media and information communications technologies are as important to be successful within 

virtual worlds as they are in the real world.  MMORPGs may provide another, more engaging 

and satisfying means by which digital literacy skills can be developed and acquired.    Research 

in this area, as detailed below in Section 2.2, has shown the use and demonstration of a variety of 

literacy practices and social information behaviors.  However, research on this area with the field 

of Library and Information Science (LIS) is limited; research on online role-players in LIS is 

even scarcer.  Additionally, due to the interactive and immersive nature of MMORPGs, one 

might expect that skills beyond traditional and information literacies are involved.  Investigations 

of the digital literacy practices and social information worlds of MMORPG role-players will 

shed more light on the educational potential of recreational games. 

1.3 Significance of the Study 

Game development is a multibillion dollar industry; in 2014 it generated over $22 Billion 

USD in revenue and directly and indirectly employs more than 146,000 individuals across 36 

states (ESA; Entertainment Software Association, 2015).  Role-playing games were the third 

most popular computer game genre in 2014, accounting for 20.2% of the computer games sold 

that year (Entertainment Software Association, 2015).  More than 150 million Americans are 

gamers, with 42% of them playing regularly or at least three hours a week (ESA, 2015).  As of 

2015, 44% of gamers identify as female; adult women are the largest demographic group of 

gamers at 33% compared to the next largest demographic group, boys 18 years old or younger, 

which account for 15% (ESA, 2015).   

                                                 
1 See section 2.2 for more information on digital literacies and the terminologies used in this paper. 
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In 2008, World of Warcraft (WOW), a popular MMORPG, held 62.2% of the Massively 

Multiplayer Online Game (MMOG) market share (Woodcock, 2008).  On June 30th of 2011, 

WOW had a peak subscription base of 11.1 million users worldwide and garnered 313 million 

USD in revenue during the 3rd quarter of the 2011 fiscal year (Cifaldi, 2011).  Any insight into 

how to improve the dissemination, communication, and use of information pertinent to a player, 

who is ultimately a consumer, could also improve users’ experience and satisfaction, and even 

potentially increase consumer retention rates, thereby maintaining or increasing revenue.  

Evidence supporting the educational merit of MMORPGs could also combat the seemingly 

negative stigma of video games as a waste of time or detriment to society (Sanders, 1995). 

Game studies scholars as well as library and information science researchers and 

practitioners see the potential for using games to foster literacy development and promote 

learning (Clarke & Treagust, 2010; Gee, 2003, 2004, 2008, 2009; Martin, 2011, 2012, 2014; 

Oliver & Carr, 2009; Steinkuehler, 2007; Thomas & Brown, 2007; VanLeer, 2006; and others).  

Martin (2011, 2012, 2014; Martin et al., 2012) argues that the success of a player is directly 

linked to their information literacy skill level.  However, as seen in Section 2.2 below, the 

limited amount of research specifically addressing digital literacies and social information 

behaviors in MMORPGs within LIS opens a gap for future research on the phenomenon. Further 

research in this area could provide additional options for teachers and librarians to consider while 

approaching digital literacy education and help researchers to better understand information use 

in virtual environments.  A step in this direction will involve research that strengthens the 

association between MMORPGs and digital literacy skills.   

This study is the first to apply Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) theory of information worlds 

to the ethnographic study of MMORPGs.  Ethnographic study of the social information cultures 

of MMORPGs will provide further opportunities to access the strengths and weaknesses of the 

theory of information worlds.  The robust nature of information worlds would provide a 

comprehensive framework that would be necessary for a thick ethnographic description (Geertz, 

1973) of the social information cultures of MMORPG players.  Khoo, Rozaklis and Hall (2012) 

noted an increase in ethnographic studies in the LIS field since 2005 and argue that LIS curricula 

should be better developed in the area to enable LIS researchers and practitioners to better 

understand the information behaviors of library and information users.  Research on information 

behaviors and needs in MMORPGs and virtual worlds is limited due to the relative novelty of 
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MMORPGs as well as the ethical and technological barriers to conducting research in such 

environments.  Conducting further and more innovative ethnographic research on information 

behaviors in persistent virtual worlds and MMORPGs will address both concerns.   

Additionally, the data collection of this dissertation was aligned to begin shortly after the 

release of a new MMORPG, WildStar (www.wildstar-online.com).  This timing allowed the 

researcher to observe a new role-playing community as it evolves and develops around a game 

that has not yet been studied heavily.  Older MMORPGs, such as World of Warcraft and 

EverQuest II, predominate research on MMORPGs (Meredith, Hussain, & Griffiths, 2009).  A 

study on an emergent community in a new, more modern MMORPG benefits the overall 

MMORPG research discourse. 

1.4 Purposes and Research Questions of the Study 

The purposes of this study are to explore and describe the digital literacy practices and 

information worlds of active role-players in MMORPGs.  Previous research on literacies and 

information behaviors in MMORPGs has been limited by the definitions of the literacies and 

choice of information behavior theories.  This project seeks to use a more robust definition of 

digital literacy (P21, 2011a) and a more comprehensive theoretical framework provided by 

Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) theory of information worlds.  As this is the first application of the 

theory of information worlds to the study of MMORPGs, the project will also inform future 

research that applies the theory to other virtual environments. 

As discussed in Section 2.4, ethnography has been used to study a variety of MMORPGs 

and virtual worlds.  The hybrid ethnographic approach of this study, as outlined in Chapter 3, is 

informed by precedents in MMORPG research.  The researcher’s active engagement with a role-

playing community as not only an observer, but as a participant provided critical insights into the 

role-playing culture in MMORPGs.  Similarly, interviews with players both in- and out-of-

character provided a unique way to observe the boundaries between real and virtual worlds.   

As discussed above, the research goals of this proposed dissertation project are to 

describe and explore the social information behaviors and digital literacy practices of MMORPG 

players. As the design of the study is seen through the lens of Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) theory 

of information worlds (2010) as well as the lens of digital literacy skills, the research questions 

guiding the proposed ethnography are:   

1. What characterizes the information worlds of active role-players in MMORPGs? 
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a. What social types exist in MMORPGs? 

b. What are the social norms of MMORPG players? 

c. What types of information behaviors are evident? 

d. What types of information are valuable to MMORPG players? 

e. What boundaries exist in the information worlds of MMORPG players? 

2. To what extent do MMORPG players develop and use digital literacy skills? 

3. How does the theory of information worlds help explain the use of digital literacy skills 

in MMORPGs? 

Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature relevant to the above research questions.  

Section 2.1 will introduce and describe MMORPGs, their players, and the activity of role-

playing in online games.  Previous research on information behaviors and digital literacy 

practices in virtual worlds and MMORPGs will be discussed in Section 2.2.  Section 2.3 will 

provide an overview of the theory of information worlds, its concepts, strengths, limitations, 

previous application as well as a rationale for its use in this study.  Section 2.4 will examine 

ethnographic approaches to research in MMORPGs, identify themes important to the hybrid 

ethnography used in this study as well as discuss special considerations that ethnographers must 

make while studying MMORPGs.   

Chapter 3 describes the research methodology used to address the above research 

questions.  Section 3.1 describes a hybrid ethnography derived from multiple ethnographic 

approaches to MMORPG research.  Section 3.2 revisits the research questions stated above.  

Section 3.3 details the variety of data points, data collection techniques and research tools that 

the study will employ.  Section 3.4 describes the operationalized definitions of information 

worlds and digital literacies as well as discuss the coding protocol that were used.  The Human 

Subjects Committee and Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval process is briefly discussed 

in Section 3.5.  Additional ethical issues and solutions are addressed in Section 3.6.  Section 3.7 

describes the limitations of the method and study.   Section 3.8 will conclude the third chapter. 

Chapter 4 describes the findings of the study.  Section 4.1 introduces the chapter.  Section 

4.2 reports on issues during data collection and the countermeasures taken.  Section 4.3 provides 

a frame of reference to introduce readers to the types MMORPG gameplay and the demographics 

of the informants in this study.  Sections 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6 address and answer research questions 

1, 2, and 3, respectively. 
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Chapter 5 and Section 5.1 introduces the discussion of the findings presented in Chapter 

4.  Section 5.2 discusses the social types and demographics of role-players as they compare to 

previous studies.  Section 5.3 discusses the information behaviors and digital literacy practices 

evident in role-playing.  Section 5.4 discusses the potential implications the study’s findings 

have for the theory of information worlds.  Section 5.5 discusses potential practical implications 

and applications of the findings and Section 5.6 suggests future directions and opportunities for 

research.  Section 5.7 is a reflection on the strengths and weaknesses of the method as well as the 

implications for its continued development.  Section 5.8 revisits the limitations of the study and 

describes the precautions taken to mitigate them.  Section 5.9 concludes the dissertation and 

poses a call to action for LIS researchers, educators, and practitioners.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews the relevant research literature on information behaviors and digital 

literacy practices in Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs), the 

Theory of Information Worlds, and ethnographic approaches to MMORPG research.  Section 

2.1.1 describes MMORPGs and virtual worlds to provide readers unfamiliar with online games 

with a frame of reference.  In Section 2.1.2, basic demographics and motivations of MMORPG 

players will be presented in order to describe the general MMORPG user population.  Section 

2.1.3 will describe role-playing communities in MMORPGs and briefly discuss related literature.  

Section 2.2, and its subsections, will discuss information behaviors and digital literacy practices 

in MMORPGs and virtual worlds.  Section 2.3 will introduce and discuss the theory of 

information worlds as it has been applied in previous research as well as how it applies to the 

study proposed herein.  Lastly, major themes and special considerations are discussed in a brief 

review of ethnographic approaches to the study of virtual worlds and MMORPGs in Section 2.4. 

2.1.1 MMORPG and Virtual Worlds 

Virtual worlds exist in many types and forms; Massively Multiplayer Online Games 

(MMOGs) and MMORPGs are examples of subtypes of virtual worlds.  Boellstorff, Nardi, 

Pearce, and Taylor (2012) characterize virtual worlds, such as Second Life (SL; 

http://secondlife.com/), as virtual environments that are:  (1) places with a sense of worldness; 

(2) involve multiple users or players; (3) persistent through time; and (4) allow for the creation of 

avatars.  Virtual worlds are complex and expansive places that allow multiple users to 

communicate and interact with each other and the world around them.  In persistent virtual 

worlds, time passes as it does in real life; virtual life continues within the world regardless of the 

user’s presence.  A virtual world can change as a result of the activity or inactivity, or the 

presence or absence of its users.  Virtual worlds also enable its users to create an avatar to 

represent their identities and to use for navigating the space. 

These characteristics are also seen in MMOGs and MMORPGs.  The labels, MMOGs 

and MMORPGs, are often used interchangeably in the literature but vary slightly in their 
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activities between each other and with virtual worlds.  According to Steinkuehler (2007b), 

MMOGs are:  

[H]ighly graphical two- or three-dimensional video games played online, allowing 

individuals, through their self-created digital characters or ‘avatars’, to interact not only 

with the gaming software – the designed environment of the game and the computer-

controlled characters within it- but with the other players’ avatars as well. (p. 298) 

Steinkuehler’s definition is purposefully broad to allow for the various types of MMOGs.  

The introduction of various game mechanics into a virtual world creates an MMOG; in virtual 

worlds, achievements and progress are only defined and limited by the creativity of the user.  In 

MMOGs and MMORPGs, players must complete tasks and engage in myriad activities as 

determined by the game in order to advance.  MMORPGs offer a particular take on these game 

mechanics by focusing on the roles players take in both the games’ mechanics as well as the 

story and lore of the game.   

MMORPGs are immersive and interactive virtual (often 3-dimensional) environments 

through which players navigate and fulfill a chosen role while also competing against, or 

cooperating with, other players and the artificial intelligence of the game to achieve goals, 

explore game content, collect materials, and engage in myriad other activities.  Many 

MMORPGs, such as World of Warcraft (WOW; http://us.battle.net/wow/en/) or Guild Wars 2 

(ww.guildwars2.com), offer persistent worlds in which players choose and enact a particular role 

within the context of the game.   

The role playing aspect is derived from the way in which the player fits into the game.  

To adequately illustrate these concepts, WOW will be used as an example. Various role systems 

can be seen across all MMORPGs.  In WOW, players can choose from a variety of ten classes; 

each class allows for concentration into one of three specializations, or ‘specs,’ at a time 

(Blizzard Entertainment, Inc., 2015).  These individual specs account for the types of roles 

players can partake in: tanking, damage dealing,2 or healing.  Tanking characters, or tanks, are 

durable classes with high armor and health levels that hold the focus of enemy non-playable-

characters, NPCs, to allow the damage dealers to defeat them without taking as much damage.  

Intuitively, healers primarily focus on keeping the tank alive, but they must also keep the damage 

                                                 
2 Also known as DPS (Damage Per Second). 
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dealers from dying as their increased damage potential decreases their survivability.  During 

enemy encounters, the enemy players and NPCs often have the ability to cast spells or attack one 

particular player at a time or the entire group.  The mechanics of some fights also incorporate 

environmental challenges, such as earthquakes or falling icicles, which players must learn to 

both avoid and anticipate.   

Most MMORPGs are commonly set thematically within science fiction or fantasy worlds 

(Steinkuehler, 2007b).  Today, most virtual worlds are persistent material and social 

environments that allow players to follow a loose story line, pursue hobbies or crafts, trade items 

and services, form associations, cooperatively quest, and compete against other players (Oliver 

& Carr, 2009; Steinkuehler, 2007b).  MMOGs and MMORPGS combine player-created avatars, 

game mechanics, and an intricate socioeconomic cultural network (Thomas & Brown, 2007). 

This understanding acknowledges other features of current MMORPGs such as auction houses 

and even holidays (Thomas & Brown, 2007).  Game mechanics usually manifest in the form of 

quests that involve combat against NPCs or other players, the gathering of resources and/or 

exploration of the game’s virtual world (Thomas & Brown, 2007). 

However, it is important to note that advances in game design increasingly blend 

gameplay styles across genres to create new types of MMOGs or incorporate new approaches to 

player immersion and play style.  For example, most MMORPGs are played in a third person 

camera view utilizing an assisted targeting system and most First Person Shooter (FPS) games, 

intuitively, are played from the immediate perspective of the avatar without the aid of a targeting 

system.  However, new MMOFPS titles, such as Firefall (http://www.firefallthegame.com/), 

allow players to play a shooting game from first or third person perspectives in a persistent open 

world.  Similarly, some MMORPGs incorporate gameplay mechanics from action games that 

require careful aim or proximity in order to execute skills effectively without reliance on a 

targeting system.  While these features may seem trivial, they may have an impact on the type of 

players that are attracted to and excel in these types of games as well as influence the 

information behaviors of players.  For a more detailed discussion on the classification of games, 

see Buzinkay (n.d.), and Castronova (2005), and Aarseth, Smedstad, Sunnanå, (2003). 

2.1.2 Who Plays MMORPGs and Why 

Different people play MMORPGs for different reasons.  Understanding what motivates 

people can help teachers to better engage their students or assist game designers in making a 
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game with appeal and replay value.  Similarly, the motivations, personalities, and types of 

players may give insights into the social types, social norms, information behaviors, and 

information value systems of MMORPG players, which are of primary interest given that the 

author hopes to apply Burnett and Jaeger’s (2008; 2010) theory of information worlds to study 

the information behaviors and digital literacy practices of MMORPG players.  Focusing on the 

issues of motivation, personalities, and player types, researchers are asking questions about who 

plays MMORPGs and why as well as about how these factors influence play.   

As of November 2013, World of Warcraft (WOW), a massively popular MMORPG, has a 

global subscriber base of around 7.6 million players (Holiksy, 2013).  While other MMORPGs 

may not be as populated as WOW, this number gives a sense of just how large one gaming 

community can be.  In 2005, the average WOW player was 28.3 years old, with only 16% 

identifying themselves as women (Yee, 2005).  In a broader survey of MMORPG players 

collected across different games over three years, Yee (2006) found that the sample population 

was still 85.4% male and the average age was 26.57 years, ranging from 11 to 68.  Interestingly, 

only 25% of the players where in the teenage range, suggesting that MMORPGs appeal to a 

broad generational audience (Yee, 2006).   

Bartle (1996, 2004) maps the motivations of players along two axes (acting—interacting 

and players—world) creating a four quadrant classification system of MMORPG players:  

achievers, those that enjoy acting on the game world to earn points or items; socializers, those 

that are interested in interacting with other players; explorers, those interested in interacting and 

unlocking parts of the virtual world; and killers, and those interested in acting upon other 

players, such as in combat.    

Wang et al. (2011) found that in the MMORPG EverQuest II different types of 

motivations are associated with in-game expertise.  For example, they found that those that were 

motivated by social interaction or achieving were more knowledgeable and effective as players.  

While they found that younger players had more slightly more expertise than older players, there 

was no difference between men and women players (Wang et al., 2011).     

Wang et al. (2011) also looked at the influence of personality on gaming behavior. They 

found that those with higher game expertise were more often extroverts and that experts spent 

more time completing in-game tasks.  They argue that rather than being a distraction, social 
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interaction is a means by which players can increase their expertise (Wang et al., 2011).  As with 

most things, more time spent playing the game also increased expertise. 

Similarly, Yee, Ducheneaut, Nelson, and Likarish (2011, p. 7) also matched 

demographics and the “Big 5” personality traits (extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 

emotional stability, and openness to experience) to behaviors cues in WOW.  Intuitively, they 

found that extraverts participated in more social activities and had higher achievement ratings for 

activities such as completed dungeons.  Those that were more agreeable utilized more positive 

emotes and engaged in more non-combat activities (Yee et al., 2011).  Similarly, players that 

were more conscientious had more disciplined collections of items, such as vanity pets, or 

increased profession skill levels, such as in fishing, which take large time investments to build up 

(Yee et al., 2011).  Emotional stability proved to be more difficult to interpret, but there were 

some correlations.  For example, they found that those that were more emotionally stable were 

more likely to have characters of the opposite gender; this was also observed for those with less 

extraversion (Yee et al., 2011).  Players that were more open to experience had more characters, 

spent more time exploring the virtual world and participating in non-combat activities.  

Interestingly, players with less openness to experience spent more time in dungeons and raids.   

2.1.3 Role-Playing in MMORPGs 

In the field of Library and Information Science (LIS), role-playing games have been 

investigated as a teaching method in LIS education (Becnel & O’Shea, 2013; Sheets, 1998) and 

discussed as a useful activity for patrons in libraries (Copeland, Henderson, Mayer, & Nicholson, 

2013; Gardner, 2013; Moorefield-Lang, 2012; Nicholson, 2010; Robbins, 2012; Sich, 2012; 

Snow, 2008; Vos, 2012).3  As seen in Section 2.2 below, the information behaviors and digital 

literacy practices of MMORPG players have been studied.  However, while these studies have 

focused on players of MMORPGs, they have not specifically addressed the social information 

behaviors and cultures of active role-playing characters. The role-playing (RP) aspect of  

MMORPGs can reference either the mechanical role a player chooses in the game or the practice 

of players creating and acting out a story with their avatar/character (Williams, Kennedy, and 

Moore, 2011).  Research from game studies and related fields will be used to briefly describe the 

activity of RP in games. 

                                                 
3 Mostly in the form of tabletop role-playing games in libraries. 
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Montola (2008, p. 23-24) states that RP in games4 is characterized by the three primary 

rules:  (1) world rule—“role-playing is an interactive process of defining and re-defining the 

state, properties and contents of an imaginary game world;” (2) power rule—“the power to 

define the game world is allocated to participants of the game.  The participants recognize the 

existence of this power hierarchy;” (3) character rule—“player-participants define the game 

world through personified character constructs, conforming to the state, properties and contents 

of the game world.”  Montola (2008) argues that player roles, specifically the use of personified 

characters, are required to differentiate role-playing games (RPGs) from collaborative 

storytelling.  Montola (2008) also notes that a hierarchical system in both power and information 

are defined differently depending on role; there are often game masters that serve as leaders or 

creators of the rules.  Montola (2005; 2008) also notes that RP in virtual spaces are influenced by 

the mathematical rule systems that are intrinsic to virtual reality spaces. 

Montola (2008) argues that goals of most role-players (RPers) are primarily derived from 

exogenous or diegetic motivations, rather than from the game itself (endogenous).  For example, 

goals such as having fun are exogenous motivations, goals that originate outside of the game 

(Montola, 2008).  Diegetic goals are driven by the character or story—“I want be the most feared 

Warlock” (Montola, 2008). However, Montola (2005, 2008) argues that endogenous goals, goals 

originating from the game, are often present and can be folded into diegetic goals.   For 

example,5 “By completing the Warlock class quests and reaching maximum level, I have become 

the most feared Warlock.”  Montola (2005) argues that online game developers should be better 

aware of these different and interconnected goals and roles in order to facilitate meaningful role-

playing experiences.   

Williams, Kennedy, and Moore (2011) state that RPers, as a group, are relatively small, 

more often women and younger in comparison to non-RPers in EverQuest II.  Their findings 

suggest that marginalized groups, such as “racial minorities, non-heterosexual and non-

mainstream religious groups” were more likely to RP and often had “a disproportionately high 

level of psychological and health problems” (Williams, et al., 2011, p.194).  Williams et al. 

(2011) found that these role-players developed characters that were truer to themselves rather 

                                                 
4 Montola’s (2008) role-playing rules refer to games in general. Role-playing can be done through tabletop games or 
pen and paper role-playing, live-action role-playing (LARP), or virtual role-playing such as in MMORPGs. 
5 This and the above examples are variations of those offered by Montola (2008). 
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than new ones and argue that RP offer an escape from issues of the real world as well as a 

creative outlet to express themselves, be accepted, and socialize.   Pittman and Paul (2009) found 

that WOW role-players with past experience with tabletop role-playing found it easier to connect 

with other role-players in an online space with fewer logistical issues.  

Role-playing requires the use and development of shared knowledge and a cultural 

language (Ilieva, 2013).  Stories created by role-players can borrow themes or incorporate 

concepts from within or outside of the medium (Ilieva, 2013). Role-players in the virtual world 

of Second Life have built a successful community emulating barbaric sexualized role-play based 

on the work John Norman’s Gor universe.   In the virtual world of Habbo 

(https://www.habbo.com/), the popularity of Gothic RP and the amount of player-created content 

led developers to create more content and events to facilitate Gothic RP (Johnson & Sihvonen, 

2009).  

2.2 Information Behaviors and Digital Literacy Practices in MMORPGs and Virtual 

Worlds 

Information behavior, in a broad sense, refers to the “totality of human behavior in 

relation to sources and channels of information, including both active and passive information 

seeking and use” (Wilson, 2000, p.49).  Wilson’s (2000) definition of information behaviors 

enables a consideration for information behaviors outside of formalized or professional settings.  

This broad notion of information behaviors lends itself well to the study of MMORPGs and 

virtual worlds. 

In order to be successful in the information and media rich environments of MMORPGs, 

players must be able to navigate, manage, use, and communicate information efficiently and 

effectively.  The skills required to effectively and efficiently participate in these activities 

parallel the competencies and information behaviors associated with information, media, and 

communication technology literacies (Partnership for 21st Century Learning [P21], 2011).  

Information, media, and communication technology literacies encompass a set of skills needed to 

access, analyze, evaluate, manage, communicate, and use information, media, and technology in 

appropriate, effective, and ethical ways (P21, 2011).  There are many competing and overlapping 

definitions of critical and digital literacies that encompass information, media, visual, and 

technology literacies (American Library Association, Presidential Committee on Information 

Literacy, 1998; Association of College & Research Libraries [ACRL], 2000/2001; P21, 2011a). 
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However, a debate over what should or should not be entailed by definitions or 

conceptualizations of meta-, digital, information, media, technology, traditional, or any other 

type of literacy is best saved for another venue and time (see:  Buschman, 2009; Eisenberg & 

Berkowitz, 1990; Gilster, 1997; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; Mackey & Jacobson, 2011; Nasah, 

DaCosta, Kinsell, & Seok, 2010; New London Group, 1996).  The Partnership for 21st Century 

Learning’s (2011) framework for information, media, and information communications 

technology literacies also consider and account for the creation and sharing of information and 

media, which is an important aspect of new definitions of information and digital literacies, such 

as Mackey and Jacobson’s (2011, 2014) reinterpretation of information literacy as a metaliteracy.   

Throughout this dissertation, information, media, and information communication 

technology literacies will be referred to as “digital literacies,” unless addressing one skill set in 

particular. Additionally, to be clear, digital literacies are a set of specific skills needed to use 

information, media, and technology effectively, efficiently, ethically.  Digital literacy practices, 

however, refer to the types of information behaviors and skills an individual may use, but does 

not entail mastery or digital literacy.  While there are many information behaviors that may 

demonstrate a particular digital literacy skill, such as the ability to search for information 

effectively, an individual’s proficiency and understanding of the activity may vary.  Furthermore, 

the digital literacy skills may manifest in various ways and some individuals may excel in some 

areas and not in others.  The digital literacy practices of an individual may reveal that they are 

not proficient or lack digital literacy skills altogether. 

Research on information behaviors and needs and digital literacy practices in MMORPGs 

and virtual worlds is limited due to the relative newness of MMORPGs as well as ethical and 

technological barriers to conducting research in such environments (which are discussed in 

Section 2.4.3 below).  Given the limited amount of research on information behaviors and digital 

literacy practices in MMORPGs, research on these phenomena in virtual worlds will also be 

discussed. 

2.2.1 Information Behaviors in MMORPGs 

Storie (2008) analyzed the information behaviors of four World of Warcraft (WOW) 

players through the theoretical lenses of sense-making, serious leisure, and situated learning and 

examined the value of social and cultural information in the game space.  He categorized the four 

types of information used by MMORPG players:  goal-based, strategy, social, and cultural 
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(Storie, 2008).  Within the game context, he notes, a player’s behavior often entails the 

simultaneous use of two or all of these types of information.   

Goal-based information is necessary for players to immediately progress through the 

game and gain experience to level up, such as locations for quests or recipes for crafting, etc.    

Strategic information requires time and effort on the part of the player to research both playing 

strategies and character-building strategies (Storie, 2008).  Playing strategies refer to knowledge 

of the game world and how to operate your avatar to defeat the computer system and compete 

against or collaborate with other players effectively (Storie, 2008).  In order to be effective in 

combat, players must optimize their abilities and attributes of their character by choosing the 

right skills and equipping the most appropriate and powerful equipment (Storie, 2008).  

Social information in MMORPGs refers to the process of keeping up with peers, friends, 

guilds, and world events within the game (Storie, 2008).  This type of information, intuitively, 

can be acquired and spread through communication with other players as well as consulting 

game-related news sites, developer or community created.  This information can include 

reputations of or grudges between players or guilds, or oral histories, of sorts, about events that 

occurred uniquely on a server.  Similarly, cultural information includes the specialized 

vocabularies, unique activities, and social norms of the MMORPG.  These include social rules 

and expectations of players.  Storie (2008) describes ninja looting as an undesirable and 

shameful behavior exhibited by some players in the game that roll “need” on an item drop when 

they should have rolled “greed” for an item that is not appropriate for their class, not needed, or 

bind-on-equip items that can be later sold at the auction house for money.   

Storie (2008) concludes that through play, players had fun, but also learned some skills 

through experience in the game, such as skill in the game, social skills, and time and people 

management skills.  Within games, players are constantly learning and seeking new information 

to progress (Nardi, 2008, 2010).  Storie (2008) noted that the four players were primarily 

consumers of information rather than creators.  Two of the players reported that they felt that 

they were better at research and information seeking as a result of their play, but Storie (2008) 

cautions that his findings do not provide any insight on the transferability of information 

behaviors between contexts. 

Adams (2009) examines information behaviors and actions of players in an MMORPG, 

City of Heroes (www.cityofheroes.com), through the everyday life information seeking (ELIS) 
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and dramaturgical perspectives.  Savolainen’s model of ELIS focuses on the personal, 

psychological, and social factors that influence information seeking in everyday activities and 

contexts, not necessarily those bound by the workplace (Savolainen, 1995, 2005).  Through the 

ELIS perspective, Adams (2009) notes four modes of information practices of gamers:  active 

seeking, a player looking for information about the game; active scanning, browsing game-

related resources; non-directed monitoring, unanticipated discovery through play; and 

information seeking by proxy (Mckenzie, 2002), gleaning information or gaining information 

from other players or non-playable characters.   

Active seeking and active scanning of can be related to Storie’s (2008) observations of 

players seeking and using goal-based and strategy information.  Similarly, non-directed 

monitoring and information seeking by proxy may serve as means to uncovering social and 

cultural information.  Adams’ (2009) reflections also discuss the importance of the different roles 

a player takes on and the necessity of social interaction for meaning making.  Adams (2009) 

argues that a better understanding of information behaviors and meaning making in games 

spaces may aid libraries to develop and provide information in new, engaging ways that reach 

both traditional and new library patrons and information seekers. 

Similarly, through interviews, Monahan (2009) found that information seeking behaviors 

of WOW players resembled the ELIS model, but noted that many players found information 

serendipitously.   As a few examples, this extra knowledge was gleaned from passive 

observations of the behaviors of other players, reading comments in public chat areas within the 

game, or in the comment sections on community websites (Monahan, 2009).  Monahan (2009) 

found that the primary information sources within the game for players were the game interface, 

addons, guild or raid chat channels, general chat, other players, and observations of other 

players—which was mentioned most often at 80% of sixteen interviews.  She noted that most 

players gained information through observations that they did not know they needed; this was 

most often information pertaining to how to get to a location, what items are needed, how to 

complete tasks and general strategies (Monahan, 2009).   

Outside of the game, players consulted general reference sites (such as Wowhead.com, or 

Thottbot.com), wikis (exclusively referencing Wowwiki.com), forums, blogs, online videos, the 

Armory (a site that was once maintained by Blizzard, but has been since been integrated back 

into the general WOW site), guild websites, and people in real life.  Interestingly, 31.25% of the 
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participants reported using outside resources due to social reasons such as “not wanting to bother 

others, feeling shy, or not feely sociable” (Monahan, 2009, p.28).  Others sought information 

elsewhere because it was not available within the game or because it was more accessible outside 

of the game (Monahan, 2009).  

Hulsey (2009) describes how WOW players used public sources of information, such as 

those found on forums, to solve problems in the game and initiate social change about game 

issues important to them through discussions in the public sphere (Habermas, 1992) of the 

forums as well as by the strength of the weak-ties (Granovetter, 1983) created and maintained 

there.  Hulsey argues that guilds that engage in the public sphere, intuitively, are subject to 

instability caused by external pressures, but may lose momentum, notoriety, and become inactive 

if they do not participate in the public discourse. 

Whippey (2011) investigates the overlooked importance of visual and audio types of 

information in MMORPGs through an ethnographic exploration of WOW.  She argues that 

“visual and audio information work together to provide valuable information to the player” 

(Whippey, 2011, p. 3).  Visual information is necessary for players to navigate and experience 

the virtual space of a MMORPG (Whippey, 2011).  Shapes, color pallets, details in the flora, 

fauna, and architecture, lighting, spell effects, and weather add immersive and emotive qualities 

to a game.  For example, seeing certain visual effects when casting a spell can provide feedback 

that you performed an action or give warning to other players that see the fireball coming and 

give them an opportunity to dodge it. Similarly, Afrić (2007) suggests that the visual elements of 

identity, or the ways in which players visually present themselves, in an MMORPG can be 

considered as forms of communication that can convey meaning, plot, and background 

information.    

While not a necessity, audio information, such as voice acting, ambiance, music, and skill 

noises further engross the player into the game space (Whippey, 2011).  Voiceover scripts allow 

the non-playable characters of some games to provide audio information to the player.  Similarly, 

voice over Internet protocol (VOIP) technology allows players to communication with each 

other. Williams, Caplan, and Xiong (2007) found that using VOIP strengthened relationships and 

trust between MMORPG guild members.  Audio feedback in combat can confirm whether you 

hit an opponent or missed them.  Whippey (2011) argues that audio and visual information 

enhances the immersive qualities of a game as well as improves their usability.   
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Karlova and Lee (2012) state that due to the vast amount and distributed nature of 

information related to WOW, both in- and outside of the game, players develop modifications 

(mods) and addons.  Mods are software applications that allow players to alter and make 

customizable the elements of the existing game software’s user interface, such as making a 

player’s item bags sortable (Karlova & Lee, 2012).  Addons are similar additional applications 

that make the background metadata usable and accessible, such as those that track and display 

damage output and input (Karlova & Lee, 2012).  While not all MMORPGs permit addons, 

WOW allows its community to develop and utilize a wide variety of mods and addons to 

supplement and improve the players’ gameplay experiences.  Of course, the development, 

sharing, and use of mods and addons is likely to entail the application of information behaviors 

and digital literacy skills. 

2.2.2 Digital Literacies in MMORPGs 

Gee (2003) states that games6 offer information in context.  He argues that this aids 

players in understanding what the information is, what it means, and how it can be used (Gee, 

2003).  For example, when a player accepts a quest they receive some type of information, such 

as clues, directions, or a background story of sorts.  The player can intuit that this information is 

relevant to the task at hand and use it to satisfy the quest’s objectives. It is more difficult to 

understand this information if it is not given to the player in right context. Gee (2003) argues that 

this allows players to better understand its meaning.  For example, when a player accepts a quest 

they are presented with information pertinent to the objectives or tasks specifically called for by 

that quest.  The player can instinctually recognize clues or directions for the quest. He also says 

that good games allow users to contribute to the virtual worlds in some way, whether it be by 

creating items, changing the environment, creating maps, etc. (Gee, 2003).   

Neuman (2011) argues that the information rich environments allow players to take an 

active role in their learning as they interact with different information objects in a game.  Games 

are motivating by their nature, and the integration of supports for learning and easily accessible 

information enables students to build new understandings rather than simple memorization.  

Hobbs and Rowe (2011) argue that the combination of play and learning generates an 

environment where learners can engage in the both the creation and analysis of messages, which 

                                                 
6 Gee, unless noted otherwise, is referencing good games in general and not specifically MMORPGs.   
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in turn can lead to the development of media literacy skills.  This is especially crucial as 

advertisements become more embedded in games (Wasko, 2008).  Prax (2009) found that people 

who more frequently use the Internet and play computer games, especially MMORPGs, have 

higher multi-media, multi-channel communication literacy skills than those who do not.  

Additionally, Prax (2009) found that five hours of gameplay a week in WOW increased players’ 

multi-media multi-channel communication literacy skill levels. 

MMORPGs often require teamwork and for players to cooperate with each other using 

complimentary roles and skill sets in order to complete objectives. Gee (2003) also notes that 

players also communicate information both in- and outside of the game.  All of these factors 

contribute to the social, educational, and recreational values of a game that can be engaged 

simultaneously (Gee, 2003).  He later states that “as anyone who has played World of Warcraft 

knows, [cross functional teams] are the heart and soul of that game, recruited for pleasure and 

mastery” (Gee, 2009, p. 8).  Cross functional teams are groups in which each member has their 

own unique, specialized role, but also has an understanding of the roles of the others; this shared 

knowledge is necessary in order to be successful (Gee, 2009). 

In a more recent article, Gee (2009) argues that in the 21st century, users need:   

[E]mbodied empathy for complex systems, ‘grit’ (passion + persistence); playfulness that 

leads to innovation; design thinking; collaborations in which groups are smarter than the 

smartest person in the group; and real understanding that leads to problem solving and 

not just test passing. (p. 4) 

Gee (2009) argues that these things can all be learned through games, as they are 

complex systems that can and do resemble the real world.  He states that gaming and science are 

both focused on model-based thinking; i.e., models or simulations of the world are created so 

that theories can be applied and tested within them (Gee, 2009).   

Steinkuehler (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 2008), like Gee, has studied learning and 

literacy in games, though she has focused on MMOGs specifically.  In Steinkuehler’s 

preliminary findings from ethnographic observations of Lineage I (http://www.lineage.com/) and 

then Lineage II (http://www.lineage2.com/), she observed learning as a social practice while 

receiving instruction from another player on how to move (2004). Observations of players 

collecting data for building mathematical models to be tested in game play were also noted 

(Steinkuehler, 2004). This observation most easily meshes with the above definitions of 
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information literacy. Steinkuehler later observed in-game storytelling, cultural traditions and 

norms, i.e., marriage nomenclature debates (2007b).  Literacy practices were also observed 

outside of the game in community forums and creative fan fiction works.  Based on observations 

and detailed examples gathered in her study, Steinkuehler (2007b) argues that multiple, or rather, 

a constellation of literacy practices are actively engaged in Lineage I and Lineage II and similar 

MMORPGs are in effect literacy practices themselves. 

These findings suggest that there is more than an observed association between 

MMORPGs and digital literacies as well.  Galarneau and Zibit (2011) also argue that the learning 

of 21st Century Skills can occur incidentally and organically through play in online games.  

Ferran-Ferrer, Minguillón, and Pérez-Montoro (2013) found that while information-related 

competencies may be transferred between work, life, and academic contexts, this was only the 

case at the basic level.  Their results may have been different if they had incorporated the gaming 

context.   

Steinkuehler and King (2009) found that in their incubated gaming group of at-risk boys, 

players were able to blend in-game and outside of game information to learn more about their 

WOW character’s abilities by comparing what they saw other players doing and references to an 

external community maintained game website.  Addressing the real-virtual division mentioned 

by Taylor (2008) above, Nardi (2008) argues that the information spaces of MMORPGs are 

moving toward being mixed reality spaces, places where the physical and the digital interact with 

one another, such as a library.   In these spaces, information, both from people and technology, 

becomes a powerful instrument for bringing communities together, and players create a variety 

of tools in order to collect and share information, such as websites, modifications, etc. (Nardi, 

2008). The author of this dissertation would argue that these are examples of the development 

and use of digital literacy skills.  However, as a result of this shift, Nardi argues that “Internet 

culture is moving toward monitoring, easy access of information, effortless community search 

but also less privacy” and that “[i]nformation is the creation and sustenance of community in an 

uncertain world”  (Nardi, 2008, para. 36).   

VanLeer (2006) briefly discusses MMORPGs in relation to information literacy.  She 

compared her experiences as a WOW player to the ACRL’s Information Literacy Standards and 

argues that four of the five standards were met.  In regard to Standard 1, the ability to define and 

communicate an information need, players have multiple objectives in WOW, usually leveling or 
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questing, and they must determine the information needed to complete such objectives.  

Considering Standard 2, the ability to access information effectively and efficiently, players 

locate and use resources, such as currency, energy, or materials to complete their objectives. 

Bearing in mind Standard 3, the ability to critically evaluate and effectively use information, 

players have to evaluate sources of information because they may impede their character’s 

progress.  This could mean wasting time or resources or other negative outcomes such as their 

avatar’s death; i.e., one could follow poor directions into an enemy fort and be killed. Standard 4, 

the ability to use information individually or as a group to accomplish a task, is also satisfied 

because players use their gathered information to complete quests and clear dungeons, either by 

themselves or in groups.  VanLeer (2006) thinks that the “information pull” nature of interactive 

gaming should be applied to library and information literacy tutorials rather than the traditional 

“information push” philosophy.  This, VanLeer suggests, will make the process more fun and 

therefore more appealing and stimulating. 

Martin (2011, 2012, 2014) and colleagues (Martin et al., 2012) argue that “[a] player’s 

information literacy ability is directly tied to the success of the player” (2011, p. 270) given the 

amount of information and research needed in the game to progress.  Without these skills, 

players are unable to determine when information is needed and where to find it and be unable to 

advance through the game (Martin, 2011).  Furthermore, given the copious nature of game-

related information, from sources like guild websites, forums, databases, wikis, opinion and 

news sites, etc., players would not be able to find information appropriate for them with such 

skills (Martin, 2011).   

Martin and Steinkuehler (2010) describe a framework for collective information literacy 

based on the analysis of pro-academic behaviors of WOW players.  Rather than an individual 

player moving through the steps of information literacy process, players went through the stages 

of the process simultaneously and collaboratively.  Five patterns of information literacy behavior 

emerged from the data:  call and response; call and refer; call and avalanche; simultaneous, not 

sequential; and fluid (Martin & Steinkuehler, 2010).  In the first case, a player may seek 

information in chat and receive the information from another player.  In the second case, the 

responder refers the asker to a resource that may aid them.  Given the number of players online 

simultaneously in a MMORPG, call and avalanche can be characterized as a flurry of 

information disseminations from other players in response to a question posed by an information 
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seeker.  In the fourth case, information seekers evaluate, interpret, and synthesize information 

that is given to them by other players by discussing the information with others or asking 

clarifying questions.  Similar, information exchanges can be fluid in that the information seeker 

can engage in the information literacy process at different stages with different conversation 

partners simultaneously. 

These patterns of the information literacy process contrast with other information literacy 

standards because they take into account the social aspect and the role of the conversation 

partner(s) in information exchange and seeking in online social environments (Martin & 

Steinkuehler, 2010).  As stated by Martin and Steinkuehler (2010, p.363-364), “A theory of 

collective information literacy based on what people actually do is important to our 

understanding of information work generally…” They suggest that such a theory must account 

for the social aspects of online spaces, represent the simultaneous and non-linear nature of 

information practices, and work in recreational and not just educational environments (Martin & 

Steinkuehler, 2010).  Martin (2012, p. 384-385) argues that “Information is an individual and 

community practice, and information literacy is a process that takes place on both individual and 

group levels.”   

Using information horizon mapping, a data collection and analysis process that involves 

asking participants to draw their information needs, Martin (2012) revealed that identity, 

experience level, and play style influence the information literacy practices of male young adult 

World of Warcraft players.   For example, more experienced players utilize more specialized 

resources, such as knowledge compendiums, player-maintained websites and databases specific 

to a particular game (e.g. www.wowhead.com), while less experienced players used more 

general sources (Martin, 2012).  

Through weekly observations of an expert WOW player over a four-month case study, 

Martin et al. (2012) found that information and visual literacies are exhibited throughout high-

level play, but varied across different time scales and spaces.   The expert player is able to 

perform well by quickly shifting attention between different layers of information constellations:  

inside the game, such as visual and text information as part of the game; outside of the game, 

such as game-related community sites, social media, voice communication, etc.; as well as 

information from the physical world, such as comfort, bodily functions and requirements, 

communication with others, etc. (Martin et al., 2012).  For example, during raid encounters, the 
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expert player was primarily focused on the main game screen, simultaneously monitoring text 

communication in-game and voice communication via a voice over Internet protocol application 

while also maintaining proper virtual presence within the three-dimensional space of the game 

and performing his duties as a healer (Martin et al., 2012).  In between battles, the expert player 

would communicate with other players and consult various information sources and social 

media, such as database-driven community game sites and Twitter (Martin et al., 2012).  It was 

also noted that the player organizes his physical space in order to facilitate these activities; for 

example, the player used laptops on either side of the main computer monitor to maintain 

information flow from social media and various game related resources.   

Individual identity influenced information use in different ways as well.  For example, 

one participant, an expert level player, who claimed to play socially with friends did not utilize 

them as an information source (Martin, 2012).  However, Martin (2012) notes that even though 

players may not ask each other for information, they still rely on each other indirectly as much of 

the resources are community products.  The information horizon maps of each player 

demonstrated the importance of identity in searching for and using information related to the 

game or situating themselves in the constellation of information around the game (Martin, 2010, 

2011, 2012, 2014).   

2.2.3 Digital Literacy Instruction in Virtual Worlds 

A great deal of research has been done on the use of virtual worlds and online games 

focusing on the provision of information services to virtual users (Chow et al., 2012; Mon, 

2012), the instruction of future LIS professionals, and as a medium for traditional and digital 

literacy instruction to students (Clarke, 2012; Doshi, 2006; Du, 2011; Grassian & Truman, 2007; 

Markey et al, 2008; Markey, Leeder, & St. Jean, 2011; Markey et al., 2008; Smale, 2011; Smith 

& Baker, 2011; Spiegelman & Glass, 2008; Webber & Nahl, 2011; Whitton & Jones, 2009) and 

as educational tools for training in general (de Freitas & Griffiths, 2007; de Freitas & Jarvis, 

2007).  These researchers rely on the information rich environments to teach information literacy 

skills as well as connect virtual librarians with players.  While LIS instruction and services in 

virtual worlds is a topic worthy of its own review, it is beyond the scope of this literature review.   

2.3 Theoretical Framework:  Information Worlds 

Given their social nature, a theoretical framework suitable for explaining the complexity 

of MMORPGs requires a means for understanding the social contexts of information behaviors 
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and use.  As such, the author utilizes the theory of information worlds (Burnett and Jaeger, 2008; 

Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  The following sections will describe the theory of information worlds 

and discuss its previous uses and limitations. 

2.3.1 The Theory of Information Worlds 

Before defining and describing the theory of information worlds and its concepts, 

reference must first be made to Chatman’s concept of small worlds and theory of normative 

behavior (Burnett, Besant, & Chatman, 2001) and Habermas’s (1992) construct of the lifeworld 

as they provided the most substantive theoretical framework from which the theory of 

information worlds was derived.  As a discussion of the background and development of 

information worlds is outside the scope of the dissertation, its background and development will 

not be discussed in detail here; please see Burnett and Jaeger7 (2008 and 2010) for more 

information.  

Jaeger and Burnett argue that the theory of information worlds “provides the researcher 

another approach and related conceptual tools, which can be used to create a thorough and 

realistic picture of information across society” (2010, p. 10).  Information worlds are social 

environments created around a particular context for a certain population with identifiable social 

types, social norms, normative information behaviors, information value systems, but are open, 

to varying degrees, across its boundaries to the influence of other information worlds with which 

they interact, as well as the larger information worlds and lifeworld of which they are a 

component (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  The following sections will briefly describe these five 

concepts of the theory of information worlds. 

2.3.1.1 Social Types.  Social types involve the “ways in which individuals are perceived 

and socially defined within the context of their small world” (Jaeger and Burnett, 2010, p. 22). 

The social type of an individual is the role that that individual fulfills in an information world as 

determined, in part, by how others in that world view them. Of course, social type might also 

partially reflect a conscious choice. This perception of role or type is also influenced by the 

larger societal worlds of which an information world is a part. Additionally, the view of a 

                                                 
7 The theory of information worlds was first completely presented sans title in an article by Burnett and Jaeger 
(2008) and should be referred to as Burnett and Jaeger’s theory of information worlds.  However, this dissertation 
draws more from the full and titled presentation of the theory of information worlds in the 2010 book with Jaeger as 
first author. 
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particular social type can differ between information worlds. Jaeger and Burnett (2010) describe 

how librarians can be seen differently across worlds. In one world or community, a librarian may 

be seen as reliable providers of valuable information and considered as an untrustworthy outsider 

in others. 

2.3.1.2 Social Norms.  Social norms refer to the agreed upon, but not necessarily 

articulated, acceptable forms of observable behavior (Burnett et al., 2001; Jaeger & Burnett, 

2010). Norms within a social world create a generally understood set of guidelines for its 

members to follow. Social norms determine how individuals present themselves and interact 

with others as well as the activities that are deemed acceptable. For example, consider the 

fictional social norms of the librarian world.8 Perhaps there is an unspoken mandate that 

librarians dress in clothes a few seasons out of fashion, be bibliophiles, and be generally 

eccentric about one or more particular areas of interest. Librarians, as a social and professional 

community, might be outraged or insulted by a well-dressed person with no interest in books or 

information resources who is working as a librarian. They might possibly condemn this 

individual or ask them to leave that social world.  

2.3.1.3 Normative Information Behavior.  The information behaviors of an information 

world include all of the potential normative behaviors regarding the use or nonuse of information 

that a world’s members might exhibit (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  Information behavior, in a 

broad sense, refers to the “totality of human behavior in relation to sources and channels of 

information, including both active and passive information seeking and use” (Wilson, 2000, 

p.49).  This conceptualization of information behavior accounts for the variety of different 

behaviors that individuals might use within a given world.  For example, the information 

behavior of an information professional may entail different types of behaviors, such as 

information seeking, information sharing, and/or information use.  Information professionals, or 

any other group, may sometimes seek information out, evaluate it, use it, or share this newfound 

information with others.  Each of these activities or behaviors involves a different set of skills, 

competencies, and preferences, and can be differentiated as distinct types of information 

behaviors. Burnett and Jaeger (2010) see this flexibility as a difference compared to most other 

                                                 
8 This example is from the author, not Jaeger and Burnett 
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LIS research that focuses on goal oriented information seeking in formalized information 

retrieval systems. 

2.3.1.4 Information Value.  Jaeger and Burnett (2010) argue that two flaws in the 

concept of worldview in Chatman’s theory of normative behavior make it unusable for a new 

theory of social information: (a) the term “worldview” is used in a variety of disciplines in 

different ways and (b) scales of importance are assessed differently in different worlds (Jaeger & 

Burnett, 2010; Burnett, personal communication, January 31st, 2012). As such, a new concept 

was developed, information value.  Briefly defined, information value is a “world’s shared sense 

of a scale of the importance of information” (Jaeger and Burnett, 2010, p. 8). A world’s sense of 

information value is determined by a variety of parameters including: information content, 

perception, control, and information economies.  

2.3.1.5 Boundaries.  Jaeger and Burnett (2010) suggest that in her conceptualization of 

small worlds, Chatman was focused only on what happened within the boundaries of a small 

world and gave little or no acknowledgement to the external influences on that individual small 

world in question.  As Chatman argues, small worlds are defined as a “specific context that 

serves a particular population to permit its members to conduct their business in a routine, 

expected manner” (Burnett, Besant, & Chatman, 2001, p. 536).  In order to understand the 

influence of information across different worlds, Burnett and Jaeger devised a fifth concept, 

boundaries. Boundaries are “the places at which information worlds come into contact with each 

other and across which communication and information exchange can – but may or may not – 

take place” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8). This concept takes into account the broad, large-scale 

perspective of Habermas’s notions of the lifeworld and the public sphere. Habermas, as cited by 

Burnett and Jaeger (2010, p. 10), defines the public sphere as “the sphere of private people come 

together as a public.” Small, intermediate, and large worlds are all components of the total 

lifeworld (Jaeger and Burnett, 2010).  Information worlds are not independent from or 

uninfluenced by outside information or other worlds.  The boundaries of information worlds may 

vary in permeability. 

2.3.1.6 Propositions of Information Worlds.  Propositions for the theory of information 

worlds have not been formally published and, as such, are not discussed at length here.  While 

several propositions were a part of a grant proposal Burnett was working on, it is unlikely that 

these or other propositions will be published elsewhere (Burnett, personal communication, July 
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10, 2013).  Due to the interrelatedness of the concepts, the discussion of how information worlds 

can apply to MMORPGs may reveal relationships between the concepts and potential 

propositions of the theory in the following sections. 

2.3.2 Applications of Information Worlds 

Jaeger and Burnett (2010) suggest that the theory of information worlds could be used to 

examine issues with information in emergency situation contexts. By applying the framework of 

information worlds, researchers could be able to improve the communication and dissemination 

of information in emergency situations by looking at different types of communication and 

information sources and channels that different emergency responder (i.e., volunteers, police, 

firefighters, EMTs, hospitals, libraries, news sources, etc.) worlds use and suggest a common 

form of communication (i.e., Internet, social media, TV, radio) or ensure that each option be 

recognized and utilized. Additionally, it could be used to analyze the information value systems 

of each emergency responder information world to find out which sources of information are 

trusted by the communities of each intersecting information world.  

Jaeger and Burnett (2010) suggest that variety of potential research areas could be 

pursued by focusing on the concept of information value. Interactions between multiple 

information worlds may have an effect on the information value systems of each world.  For 

example, the social norms and governmental policy regarding privacy or level of access may 

impact the ways in which individuals in the information worlds view and use information with 

which the policies interact. Jaeger and Burnett (2010) also suggest that the five concepts of the 

framework would be useful in evaluating the impact of libraries, communication and information 

exchange in special interest-focused virtual communities, or the movement of information 

through broadcast news and the media.  

Since the theory of information worlds is relatively new, its potential applications have 

not been wholly realized.  However, it has been applied to the study of a variety of research 

questions and contexts.    

Burnett, Subramaniam, and Gibson (2009) used information worlds as an analytical 

framework with gender as a boundary object. The study used semi-structured interviews to 

gather the perspectives of women who work in senior management Information Technology 

positions regarding their perceptions of gender as it relates to their success in the field. 
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Thus far, the theory of information worlds has been primarily used to study the 

information worlds of scientists.  Burnett et al. (2010) applied the theory of information worlds 

to better understand the lifecycles of virtual science teams operating across the geographically 

distributed facilities of the National High Magnetic Field Laboratory (NHMFL).   Hinnant et al. 

(2012) used the theory of information worlds to examine how scientists at the NHMFL create, 

manage, and share research data. Similarly, Worrall et al. (2012) used the theory of information 

worlds to analyze the qualitative data collected from ethnographic observations of teams of 

scientists conducting research at the NHMFL.    

While Skinner (2011) did not apply the theory of information worlds in her analysis of 

the role of social media in the Arab Spring revolution and the Occupy Movement, she did 

suggest that it would be a powerful tool to look at how information is socially constructed via 

social media during revolutions.  She argues that comparing the small world views of 

information through the physical, cognitive, and social paradigms of information by researchers 

(see Raber, 2003, for a more nuanced discussion of the concept of information) reveals the 

importance of looking at an issue from multiple perspectives and that the concepts of information 

worlds may be useful in such an attempt (Skinner, 2011).  

More recently, Burnett, Whetstone, and Jaeger (2013) used the theory of information 

worlds as a lens for a cultural hermeneutical analysis of public health record (PHR) websites.  

They argue that differences in design and approach across each PHR website may represent a 

different information world and, thus, differently influence users’ experiences, activities, 

interpretation, and access to health information (Burnett, Whetstone, & Jaeger, 2013).  

Notably, the theory of information worlds has not yet been formally applied to the study 

of information behaviors in online gaming environments.  Through the Internet, players of 

MMORPGs play, both competitively and cooperatively, with other persons from all over the 

world.  Groups and guilds of players that unite online to accomplish a particular goal or set of 

goals may share some similarities to scientific virtual teams.  Furthermore, analyzing data from 

ethnographic observations of virtual groups through the framework of information worlds helps 

in establishing a partial precedence for the author’s proposed research.   

2.3.3 Strengths and Limitations of Information Worlds  

As seen above, the theory of information worlds provides a powerful and comprehensive 

framework to understand information behavior in the social context.  It has also been shown 
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useful in a variety of research designs.  Much of the research so far has been successful in using 

the theory of information worlds as a framework for analyzing the data collected from qualitative 

interviews and ethnographic observations (Burnett, Subramaniam, & Gibson, 2009; Hinnant et 

al., 2012; Worrall et al, 2012).  

Historically speaking, information behaviors have been researched through a variety of 

qualitative and quantitative methods in LIS.  The theory of information worlds, as fully presented 

by Jaeger and Burnett (2010) is not connected to a particular methodological approach or 

particular method.  Therefore it stands to reason that quantitative methods could be applied with 

the framework of information worlds.  Furthermore, this enables the theoretical framework to be 

more applicable to a variety of research methods rather than being limited to one method or 

methodological leaning. 

Since the theory of information worlds was formally presented so recently, applications 

and, especially, criticisms of the theory are few. However, as the theory continues to be applied 

and tested, more criticisms and limitations will be revealed. 

Within the literature, however, there is already one criticism of the theory of information 

worlds. Yu (2011) criticizes the theory of information worlds by arguing that the concepts of 

information worlds do not allow for the definition of an individual’s information world in a way 

that differentiates it from that person’s social worlds. Through a literature review of LIS and 

interviews with 40 people of different social statuses, Yu generates a theoretical framework of 

the information worlds of individuals based on three concepts: substance (or concepts), 

dimensional boundaries, and dynamic for change. More specifically, Yu defines the information 

world of an individual as the:  

[S]pace-time-intellect delimited life sphere in which information or knowledge afforded 

by Popper’s worlds 1, 2 and 3 [physical, mental states, objective knowledge, respectively; 

as cited in Yu, 2011] is converted into personal information assets through intentional, 

conscious and involuntary information practices that are performed by the individual as 

an information creator, provider, transmitter, seeker, receiver and user. (Yu, 2011, p. 15)  

Yu claims that this reconceptualization differs from information worlds in that the 

boundaries of an individual’s world are defined by their information behaviors rather than by 

social norms. This redefinition shifts the perspective of information as a social phenomenon back 

toward a concept of information as an individual cognitive process. Since the theory of 
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information worlds is relatively novel, it will continue to develop and evolve as more researchers 

apply and critique it.  

While Jaeger and Burnett’s theory of information worlds is based on the assumption and 

importance of social information, it doesn’t rule out the importance of the individual. 

Information is communicated and exchanged in a variety of ways in and across information 

worlds. Individuals can be classified as several different social types, exhibit different 

information behaviors and judgments of information value across the different information 

worlds in which they are members. Individuals may choose to pursue roles, use information 

behaviors, and value information differently than how their larger information world deems 

appropriate.   However, within information worlds whose norms exemplify an authoritarian or 

totalitarian society or suppress or prohibit certain information behaviors, the option for 

individualized behaviors are severely limited.   

Ultimately, an individual’s decision to use or not use information within or across 

information worlds occurs within a social context and is influenced by social pressures, such as 

those imposed from the social norms or information value system of the information worlds the 

individual is interacting with.  While it is the individual that chooses to act, that individual may 

have varying degrees of awareness regarding the social influence that the information world(s), 

which exists and functions with or without her presence, has on her processes; one could liken 

this discussion to nature versus nurture or adaptation versus design debates.  Of course an 

information world consisting of one individual would more aptly be a described as a small world 

without concern for external influence.  Information use or nonuse is the result of both individual 

decision-making and social influence.  The information worlds in which the individual operates 

determine the respective weights that individual cognitive and social influences have on 

information behavior.   

In researching the role-playing community, it seems apparent that there is importance and 

influence of both individual and social perspectives.  While a player’s character’s personal story 

is unique, that character can be part of a larger story and community.  Furthermore, as argued by 

information worlds, the player’s character’s story occurs in the social contexts of the game, the 

community, or a particular guild’s story and may be influenced by it.  As seen in the role-playing 

community studied by the author, story creation and character development, even at the 

individual level, often requires social interaction and co-creation. 
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Further limitations of the theory of information worlds may arise during research. Based 

on the theoretical definitions of the concepts, it might be hard to operationally define variables in 

a quantitative matter.   Social types, norms, information value and boundaries may initially lend 

themselves to qualitative analysis and interpretation.  Additionally, due to the interrelatedness 

and interactivity between the concepts, it may be difficult to differentiate one concept from 

another during coding and analysis.  Similarly, while the lack of propositions does not force the 

researcher to impose directional or testable relationships between concepts, it may lead to 

difficulties in interpreting findings and the relationships between concepts.  A deep 

understanding of the community coupled with the development and utilization of a rigorous, yet 

flexible, codebook to analyze thick ethnographic data may help to differentiate between concepts 

and to better understand why and how the concepts are so closely related. 

2.3.4 Rationale for Using Information Worlds 

The research discussed in Section 2.3.2 provides both evidence and precedence that the 

framework of information worlds can be successfully applied to a variety of research designs 

(Burnett et al., 2009; Burnett et al., 2010; Hinnant et al., 2012; Worrall et al., 2012).  

Ethnographic study of the social information cultures of MMORPGs will provide further 

opportunities to access the strengths and weaknesses of the theory of information worlds.  The 

robust nature of information worlds would provide a comprehensive framework that would be 

necessary for a thick ethnographic description (Geertz, 1973) of the social information cultures 

of MMORPG players.   

2.4 Ethnographic Approaches to the Study of MMORPGs and Virtual Worlds 

The following sections will service a prelude and rationale for the author’s planned 

research method, a hybrid ethnography, for studying the information worlds and digital literacy 

practices of active role-players in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 

(MMORPGs).  A brief descriptive background of ethnography and its previous uses in studying 

MMORPGs will be discussed.  This discussion will primarily focus on overlapping themes as 

well as address the strengths and weaknesses or limitations of ethnographic research in 

MMORPGs.  This discussion will yield a hybrid approach appropriate for the ethnographic study 

of the information behaviors and digital literacy practices of MMORPG players.  Potential 

ethical issues and limitations with the method will be identified and proactive solutions will be 
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discussed throughout the discussion of the design and separately at the end for additional 

concerns.   

2.4.1 Ethnography 

Simply stated, ethnography is the study and representation of cultures (Van Maanen, 

1995, 2006).  Ethnography arose from the fields of anthropology and sociology and has been 

applied to study various phenomena in virtual worlds in the areas of collaborative learning, 

human computer interaction, game studies, social media, and communications (Boellstorff, 

Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012).  Ethnography is naturalistic and holistic in approach as it 

attempts to describe, in rich detail, the behaviors of communities (Boellstorff, et al., 2012; 

Schutt, 2009).  Geertz (1973) equates ethnography to thick description, a discussion and analysis 

of human behaviors that is careful to take into account and describe the complex contexts in 

which such behaviors occur.   

While ethnography is not tied to a particular set of methods or data analysis techniques, 

data collection primarily occurs at the activity site(s) of the focus community (Khoo, Rozaklis & 

Hall, 2012; Schutt, 2009; Van Maanen, 2006).  In a survey of the Library and Information 

Studies (LIS) research literature, Khoo, Rozaklis, and Hall (2012) found that most ethnographic 

studies utilized observations, interviews, fieldwork, focus groups, or cultural probes (postcards, 

journals, cameras, etc.) to collect data.  In the real or digital field, ethnographers may also collect 

data via participant observation by engaging in activities alongside the participants (Boellstorff, 

2006; Boellstorff et al., 2012; Moore, Ducheneaut, Nickell, 2007; Schutt, 2009; Steinkuehler 

2004, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 2007b).   

2.4.2 Online Virtual Ethnographies 

There are a variety of interpretations and applications of ethnography in virtual world and 

MMORPG research.  A brief overview of four iterations of ethnography in these spaces will 

describe what ethnography in virtual worlds and MMORPGs entails as well as highlight major 

themes and considerations.  The virtual, online ethnographic approaches to MMORPG research 

that will be discussed are:  Hine’s (2000) virtual ethnography; cognitive ethnography utilized by 

Steinkuehler (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 2007b); game/performance/ethnography as presented by 

Pearce and Artemesia (2009); and Gillen’s (2009) virtual literacy ethnography.   

2.4.2.1 Virtual Ethnography.  Virtual ethnography is a particular approach to 

ethnography in online spaces developed by Hine (2000).  According to Hine (2000, p. 10), “[a]n 
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ethnography of, in and through the Internet can be conceived of as an adaptive and 

wholeheartedly partial approach which draws on connection rather than location in defining its 

object.”  She suggests that virtual ethnography can be applied to a non-exhaustive list of internet 

objects, such as forums, websites, multi-user dungeons (MUDs), etc., but does not specifically 

mention MMORPGs since they did not exist in any resemblance to their current forms when the 

book was published in 2000.  Nonetheless, the ten principles of a virtual ethnography that she 

details are relevant to the study of MMORPGs and other three-dimensional virtual worlds.  

While the author will not go into specific detail about each principle here, it can be stated that, 

overall, the principles characterize virtual ethnography as an adaptive study that requires the 

active participation of the researcher in an interactive and connected space that may shift, grow, 

and persist across multiple sites and boundaries, as well as being inherently partial in its 

description of a virtual world in and through which time continues on and technology evolves 

(Hines, 2000).  

2.4.2.2 Cognitive Ethnography.  Steinkuehler (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007a, 2007b) 

conducted a two-year-long overt cognitive ethnographic study in the MMOGs9 of Lineage I 

(http://www.lineage.com/) and Lineage II (http://www.lineage2.com/).  Steinkuehler utilized 

Hutchins’ (1995) conception of cognitive ethnography because she felt the methodology would 

best describe the social and material cognitive behaviors, their basis and consequences, specific 

to the virtual world’s unique culture (2004, 2007b).  In addition to two years of in-game 

observations, Steinkuehler achieved a “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) with the inclusion of 

thousands of lines of recorded and transcribed unobtrusive gameplay observations, gatherings of 

game related communications, and community documents (2004, 2007b). Game related 

communications included forum posts, chat room, instant and email messages. Community 

documents included fan websites, fan-fiction works as well as company- and community-created 

player manuals and guidebooks. Steinkuehler (2007b) also conducted unstructured and semi-

structured interviews with 16 informants via snowball sampling. 

2.4.2.4 Game/Performance/Ethnography.  Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, and Taylor 

(2012) detail their ethnographic work across multiple virtual worlds, such as There.com and Uru 

                                                 
9 Steinkuehler and other researchers often use the terms MMORPG and MMOG interchangeably despite the former 
technically being a subset of the latter. I am specifically interested in MMORPGs; both types of games are described 
in more detail in the Section 2.1.1.  
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(http://mystonline.com).  Pearce, in particular, stresses the multi-sited, adaptive, narrative, and 

reflexive nature of ethnographic research in virtual worlds (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Pearce & 

Artemesia, 2009). Pearce, playing as her avatar named Artemesia, primarily collected data from 

doing field work via participant observation in the virtual world two to four times a week on 

average, with each session lasting two to six hours (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Pearce & Artemesia, 

2009).  This included both formal and informal interviews with individual players or groups 

(Boellstorff et al., 2012; Pearce & Artemesia, 2009).  Nearly halfway through her ethnography, 

she shifted her approach to become more active and less passive resulting in a technique she calls 

participant engagement (Pearce & Artemesia, 2009).  Rather than simply observe the activities 

and events as they happened, Pearce and Artemesia (2009) elected to participate along with the 

community as they happened.  For example, one way that she facilitated this involved creating a 

“field station” in the world for her to establish a “physical” presence in the world where the 

community could interact with her by asking her questions about her research and findings. 

Pearce and Artemesia characterize this methodology as “game/performance/ethnography” or 

“ethnography-as-performance-as-game” due to the emphasis on active engagement and playing 

multiple roles in the virtual world:  gamer and researcher (2009, p. 197-198). 

2.4.2.5 Virtual Literacy Ethnography.  Gillen (2009) conducted a fifteen-month-long 

ethnography in the virtual world of the “Teen” version of the virtual world Second Life.  The 

primary aims of her ethnographic study were to better understand the literacy practices of teens 

in a virtual space and to develop a fitting method in order to do so as well as discuss ethical 

issues of studying youth online.  Gillen interprets ‘ethnographic’ to mean “a commitment to use 

mixed methods to endeavor to explore the research participants’ own perspectives on events, to 

recognise the complexity of influences on practices and events and to seek to reflexively 

consider the researcher’s development of interpretive understandings” (2009, p.66).   In order to 

accomplish this, she utilized forms of linguistic, discourse, and content analysis on three related 

data sets: recorded in-game chat-logs collected via participant observation, community wiki and 

forum posts.    

2.4.2.6 Major Themes Identified.  As seen in the descriptions above, ethnography in 

virtual worlds and MMORPGs seem to share these major themes:  multi-sited, adaptive, active 

engagement, and context-awareness.  Each account mentions the wide variety of artifacts and 

potential field sites an ethnographer may need to collect and traverse in order to keep up with the 
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culture of a community in a virtual world or MMORPG.  As behaviors may emerge or change, 

the researcher must be able to adapt and be creative in order to achieve a thick description; this 

often entails the use of multiple data collection and analysis techniques.  Similarly, this also may 

require the ethnographer to actively engage with the participants by playing along with them and 

reaching out to establish a communication stream between the researcher and her participants.   

In doing so, the ethnographer must be mindful of their roles as both a gamer and researcher as 

well as the contexts in which their own practices and the behaviors of the participants and 

informants exist. 

2.4.3 Considerations for Ethnography in Virtual Worlds and MMORPGs. 

There are a variety of additional considerations an ethnographer must make while 

studying behaviors in virtual worlds and MMORPGs.  Ethnographies offer detailed glimpses into 

the lives and cultures of specific communities, some of which may not have been explored 

previously.  Gaming communities can be difficult to study since a deep understanding of the 

players must also include an understanding of and proficiency in the game.  However, participant 

observation in such communities must be executed with care so as not to disrupt the lives, virtual 

or otherwise, of its members.  As with other types of online research, the issues of privacy and 

identity are paramount concerns in the ethnography of online virtual worlds and MMORPGs.  

Many of these and other issues discussed below are no different from those encountered by 

researchers in the offline, real world, but they warrant justification and explanation in regard to 

their importance to MMORPGs and online research in general. 

2.4.3.1 Privacy, Identity, and Informed Consent.  In the public, semi-public, semi-

private, private continuum, MMORPGs teeter between semi-public and semi-private (Markham 

& Baym, 2009; Rosenberg, 2010; Sveningsson Elm, 2009).  Users are required to register and 

log into the game space in order to communicate with other players.  Once there, other members 

of the community can see what each other is typing in public, guild, party, or raid chats.  

MMORPGs could also be considered semi-private because there are modes of communication 

that some players may consider to be private since the audience is limited (e.g., party, whisper, 

or guild chats).  However, there is no guarantee that their conversation partners are not sharing 

the conversation with someone else or recording it themselves.   

Anonymity in a semi-public/semi-private space complicates the process of informed 

consent.  Verifying a player’s true identity (demographically or otherwise) behind the veil of a 
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virtual avatar may be difficult.   Given these attributes of the virtual space of MMORPGs, it may 

be argued that informed consent could be waived in favor of some other type of notice or even 

altogether (Boellstorff et al; 2012).  

Nonetheless, informed consent can be acquired through a variety of means within virtual 

worlds. For example, some researchers have included notes saying that they were researchers 

collecting data or URLS to information about the study within their in-game profiles; by 

modifying the appearance of their avatar with a symbol that participants have agreed upon and 

would recognize as meaning that they were being recorded; or through communications either 

in-game, such as through chat or in-game mail, or outside of the game via email or posts on 

forums (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Monahan, 2009; Storie, 2008).   Given the ability of participants 

to find out information about the research on their own in the digital age, Jackson (2012) 

suggests that ethnographers be mindful and sincere about the data collected from their 

participants and the information they share about them.   

Boellstorff et al. (2012) go on to note that the environments of virtual worlds do not 

always provide an opportunity for informed consent to take place.  In such scenarios, the 

ethnographer must consider any potential harm that may befall the participant and decide 

whether to record the information; most often, collecting and reporting the data anonymously 

avoids most potential harm (Boellstorff et al., 2012).   

Protection of identities of informants can be accomplished by eliminating personally 

identifiable information or keeping it confidential (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Schutt, 2009).  

However, the complicated nature of identity(ies) in the virtual space can make it challenging to 

discern which information is personally identifiable since so many factors may be personally 

identifiable.  For example, the unique virtual/physical representation of an avatar could be 

identifiable to a character name and that name could be tracked to its real life counterpart.  With 

the level of avatar customization available in modern MMORPGs, it may be possible to identify 

players and their characters by their virtual appearance.  Any presentations of data in an image 

format will make use of blur or similar functions if needed to distort the virtual/physical features 

of the characters that may be identifiable.  

Making matters even more daunting is that some role-players in MMORPGs can manage 

multiple identities across one or more stories.  A player may operate two characters that interact 

with each other within the same story.   For example, the main character of a player may be 
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related to the alternate character of the same player within the same role-playing story.   Keeping 

track of and managing information about multiple users in a guild with multiple characters and 

role-playing stories is challenging, to say the least.   

Similarly, aspects of an individual’s role-playing unique story may be identifiable to an 

avatar or character name, which could be linked to the real life player.  In order to protect the 

privacy of MMORPG players, which have so many potentially identifiable information sources, 

the fabrication of data may be justified.   Markham (2012) argues that using narratives, 

dialogues, and dramas or creating composites of people, processes, and interactions may be 

successful in creatively disguising and reporting sensitive data without identifying its sources.   

2.4.3.2 Feasibility and Longevity.  Other issues arise from study feasibility and 

longevity.  For example, ethnographies require substantial amounts of time and data to achieve a 

thick description (Geertz, 1973).  Steinkuehler achieved a “thick description” with the inclusion 

of thousands of lines of recorded and transcribed unobtrusive gameplay observations, gatherings 

of game-related communications, and community documents (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007b).  The 

ethnographer must be keen to manage time and data efficiently effectively without becoming 

exhausted. 

Karlova and Lee (2012) note that World of Warcraft players utilize addons, third-party 

plug-ins used to assist with in-game tasks, to manage copious amounts of information in order to 

complete in-game activities and are often challenged to manage all of the information.  Addons 

may be useful for researchers to collect and organize information within the MMORPG.  

Constructing a suitable corpus of cultural artifacts for analysis also provides a challenge to the 

ethnographer.  Roberts (n.d.) argues that the transcription of online games involves challenges, 

such as the collection of data from multiple channels and technical difficulties, but provides a 

useful supplement to other ethnographic data. 

Activities within MMORPGs also vary in the level of skill required to complete them.  

Ethnographies in virtual spaces and MMORPGs may require more active participation on the 

part of the researcher in order to observe the phenomenon in which they are interested.  With the 

exception of autoethnographies, this aspect of ethnography in MMORPGs is unlike many real 

world ethnographies.  For example, an ethnographer studying the behaviors and cultures of 

chiropractors would probably not be expected (or allowed) to perform an adjustment.  In most 

MMORPGs, some activities and areas, such as end-game content or raids, require avatars to have 
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reached the maximum level as well as have an extensive working knowledge of gameplay 

strategies and class mechanics in order to efficiently and effectively participate in the more 

difficult challenges and activities.    

Additionally, many of the activities that an ethnographer may want to observe or partake 

in may require significant time commitments.   Adams (2009) spent one to four hours a day, and 

sometimes more, collecting data and making observations while within the now defunct 

MMORPG, City of Heroes (http://www.cityofheroes.com/).  As mentioned above, Pearce 

collected data from doing field work via participant observation as well as conducted both formal 

and informal interviews with individual players and groups in the virtual world two to four times 

a week on average, with each session lasting two to six hours (Pearce et al., 2009).  Steinkuehler 

(2004; 2005; 2006; 2007b) collected in-game observations over a period of two years. 

Similarly, finding a cohesive and stable community within a MMORPG to study over an 

extended period of time may be difficult as guilds grow or dissolve or games may fail to become 

a hit and be forced to shut down. For example, Steinkuehler (2004; 2005; 2006; 2007b) had to 

transition between games during her two-year ethnography as the guild she was observing 

transitioned from Lineage I and Lineage II.  While these concerns are not all unique to 

ethnographies in MMORPGs, it re-emphasizes the importance of thorough and efficient data and 

time management.  Similarly, the ethnographer must also be mindful of their own health as 

excessive playtime may be detrimental to their physical fitness, among other things. 

2.4.3.3 Legal, Ethical, and Moral Considerations.  Boellstorff et al. (2012) and 

Reynolds & de Zwart (2010) also suggest that the ethnographer be aware of the Terms of Service 

(ToS) and End User License Agreements (EULAs) of the MMORPGs in which the study is 

taking place.   Ethnographers may observe players violating or even asking for information 

regarding either contract and should be prepared to handle inquiries as it relates to the research 

(Boellstorff et al., 2012).  Although rare, a researcher could be subpoenaed to turn over field 

notes or testify in a court of law (Boellstorff et al., 2012).  In such events, the ethnographer must 

be aware of the ramifications before studying behaviors that may be deemed unlawful since the 

ethnographer may risk jail time if she does not turn over the data (Boellstorff et al., 2012).  

However unlikely, cheating, hacking, and the trafficking of private information are not outside of 

the realm of possibilities of observable social information behaviors of MMORPG players and 

the researcher must be prepared to handle the information appropriately and accordingly.    



39 
 

Buzinkay and Moore (2009) suggest an ethical guide for MMORPG research that entails:  

equality, treating players as humans; immersion, being a player before a researcher; 

transparency, disclosing role to informants; protection, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity; 

participation, allowing informants to review findings and analysis; and responsibility, behaving 

professionally and within the bounds of the EULA of the game.  Buzinkay and Moore (2009) 

justify the second principle, immersion, on both ethical and methodological grounds saying that 

this will help to not disturb the social lives of players and that the researcher will learn more by 

actively participating in the culture than just through participant observation and interviews.   

While it is extremely rare that an ethnographer would have any reason to kill their 

participants in the real world, ethnographers in MMORPGs might find themselves on world 

servers or battle grounds in which player versus player combat is permitted and encouraged.  For 

example, Meyers (2008) maniacally tortured other players by killing them over and over again to 

study their responses to punishment in areas that were communally agreed to be a safe area.  

Lenhart (n.d.) argues that Meyers’s behavior was inappropriate in that he seemingly expressed 

joy from trolling characters in the game without their consent.  Furthermore, these behaviors may 

be highly offensive given the social norms of the community.  An ethnographer must be able to 

discern if and when such behaviors are appropriate and maintain a professional and ethical 

approach to their research.   

The review of online virtual ethnographies in Section 2.4, and its subsections, 

demonstrates that an ethnography will be the ideal method for exploring and describing the 

digital literacy practices and information worlds of active role-players in an MMORPG.  With 

the above special considerations for conducting ethnographic work in MMORPGs in mind, 

Chapter 3 details a proposed research design:  a hybrid ethnography that combines the major 

themes of online virtual ethnographies identified in Section 2.4.2.6. 



40 
 

CHAPTER 3 
 

METHODS 
 

 
3.1 A Research Design for the Study of the MMORPG Players 

As discussed in the previous chapter, ethnographic approaches are successful in 

describing the behaviors of active role-players in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing 

Games (MMORPGs).  Building on the precedents established by Hine (2000), Gillen (2009), 

Pearce et al. (2009), Steinkuehler (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007b), and Knoblauch (2005), a multi-

sited, focused game ethnography is outlined to address the research goals and questions stated in 

Chapter 1 and Section 3.2 below.   

3.1.1 Adaptive, Multi-sited, Focused Game Ethnography:  A Hybrid Ethnography 

A multi-sited, focused game ethnography can be understood as an adaptive, data-

intensive, ethnographic approach to studying the social information culture of a MMORPG.  

Borrowing from the major themes of the ethnographies (see Section 2.4.2.6) described by Hine 

(2010), Gillen (2009), Pearce et al. (2009), and Steinkuehler (2004, 2005, 2006, 2007b), the 

ethnography described below will collect data from a variety of relevant sites, be flexible in 

approach to allow for a closer following of the research phenomenon and the opportunity to 

explore emergent behaviors, as well as engage in activities alongside participants and informants 

to gain an authentic perspective and create a thick description of the social information behaviors 

of active role-players in MMORPGs.   

In addition, certain aspects of focused ethnography are appropriate.  As described by 

Knoblauch (2005), focused ethnography emphasizes data-intensive field visits utilizing 

audiovisual data collection techniques with a shorter duration of the overall ethnography.  Yee 

(2005) found that World of Warcraft players spend almost 23 hours a week in the virtual world 

of Azeroth.  As discussed above, Pearce et al. (2009) and Adams (2009) spent many hours per 

week making observations in MMORPGs and virtual worlds, but did not use video or audio 

recordings.  Collecting richer data while already spending copious hours in a virtual world may 

justify a shorter overall duration of the ethnography. Engaging in the virtual game space for the 

same amount of time as an average gamer should make the findings truer to form.  However, a 
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focused ethnography could be interpreted as requiring even more time spent in the game during 

intensive data collection/play sessions.10 

The amount of digital data collected from textual and audiovisual sources allows teams of 

ethnographers or the participants themselves to review and provide feedback on observations and 

analyses (Knoblauch, 2005).   Knoblauch (2005, para 28) states that the “entities studied in 

focused ethnographies are not necessarily groups, organisations or milieus but rather situations, 

interactions and activities, i.e. the situative performance of social actions.”   The dual analytical 

frameworks provided by the Framework for 21st Century Learning’s Information, Media, and 

Communication Technology Skills11 (discussed below; Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 

2011a) and the theory of information worlds (Burnett and Jaeger, 2008; 2010; see Section 2.3) 

allowed for the simultaneous analysis of social information behaviors and digital literacy 

practices as well as more abstract aspects of the social information worlds of active role-players 

in MMORPGs, such as social norms and information value systems. 

Applying elements from cognitive, virtual, focused, and game ethnographic approaches 

to the study of the social information worlds and digital literacy practices with MMORPGs 

yields a new hybrid ethnography that is focused, multi-sited, adaptive, actively engaging, and 

context aware.    

3.2 Research Questions 

As stated throughout, the researcher’s research goals are to describe and explore the 

social information behaviors and digital literacy practices of MMORPG players. As the design of 

the study is seen through the lens of Burnett and Jaeger’s theory of information worlds (2008; 

2010), the research questions guiding the hybrid ethnography are:   

1. What characterizes the information worlds of active role-players in MMORPGs? 

a. What social types exist in MMORPGs? 

b. What are the social norms of MMORPG players? 

c. What types of information behaviors are evident? 

                                                 
10 Knoblauch (2005) suggests that critics, such as traditional ethnographers, might argue that the focus on particular 
activities and the shortened duration of the ethnography lead to a limited understanding of the larger community or 
culture.  However, he argues that the excessive and intensive amount of data collection can indeed provide a good 
description of a culture, but that the point of a focused ethnography is to focus on “situations, interactions and 
activities” and “not necessarily [on] groups, organisations or milieus” (Knoblauch, 2005, para. 28). 
11 The researcher will refer to Information, Media, and Communication Technology Literacy “digital literacy.”  For 
further discussion on this topic, please see Section 2.2.  



42 
 

d. What types of information are valuable to MMORPG players? 

e. What boundaries exist in the information worlds of MMORPG players? 

2. To what extent do MMORPG players develop and use digital literacy skills? 

3. How does the theory of information worlds help explain the use of digital literacy skills 

in MMORPGs? 

3.3 Data collection 

As mentioned above, this hybrid ethnography incorporated focused, adaptive, and multi-

sited attributes.  Qualitative data was collected primarily through fieldwork/participant 

observation and engagement in the form of field notes, chat logs, screen shots, video and audio 

recordings, as well as through semi-structured interviews conducted both in- and out-of-

character.  The researcher’s approach to participant observation and engagement as well as a 

description of the research tools will be discussed below.   

In addition to participant observation and engagement, the researcher’s fieldwork 

included the collection of community artifacts, such as posts on social media, wikis, forums, and 

community-related websites.  In brief, these artifacts were sampled in a similar fashion to 

Burnett, Dickey, Kazmer, and Chudoba (2003) in order to allow for a better understanding of the 

different perspectives users have about the virtual community, the context of the discourse, and a 

more detailed description of the culture and communication practices unique to the virtual 

community.  During the six-month period of the ethnography, all of the collected threads and 

entries, including every post and reply, were sorted into an archive in an NVivo project.  

The data were analyzed through the Partnership for 21st Century Learning (2011a) 

framework of information, media, and communication technology literacy skills,12 as well as 

Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) theory of information worlds.  Each data type and collection point 

are intended to reinforce the others, allowing for triangulation of the findings.  A brief 

description of the coding frameworks is discussed below.  The initial and updated codebooks are 

found in Appendices C and F.   

3.3.1 Fieldwork 

Fieldwork was conducted via participant observation in the persistent, virtual game world 

of the relatively new MMORPG, WildStar (www.wildstar-online.com).  WildStar launched on 

                                                 
12 The researcher will refer to these skills collectively as digital literacy skills throughout the dissertation.  See 
Section 2.2 or the operationalized definitions in this chapter (3.4.1) for more information on digital literacy skills. 
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June 3rd in 2014 (Carbine Studios, 2014).  At the time of the game’s launch, players had to pay a 

fee to play the game. While the game eventually moved to a free-to-play model, the game at 

launch was initially supported by two subscription models.  The first option for players was to 

use an in-game currencies, such as platinum (referred to as plat or plats in-game) or C.R.E.D.D., 

to purchase game time.  The second option was to pay a recurring subscription via using real 

world currency.  Of course, the cost of participation also requires a computer capable of playing 

the game13 and an Internet connection.  These initial two payment options allowed players to 

participate via the means available to them, either time or money.   

As described by Knoblauch (2005), focused ethnography emphasizes data-intensive field 

visits utilizing audiovisual data collection techniques with a shorter duration of the overall 

ethnography.  Yee (2005) found that World of Warcraft players spend almost 23 hours a week in 

the virtual world of Azeroth.  As discussed above, Pearce et al. (2009) and Adams (2009) spent 

many hours per week making observations in MMORPGs and virtual worlds, but did not use 

video or audio recordings.  Collecting richer data while already spending copious hours in a 

virtual world helps to justify a shorter overall duration of the ethnography of six months.   

While the researcher was prepared to spend a maximum of 20 hours per week in the 

game over the six month period, the amount of time spent in-game fluctuated based on the 

schedule of role-playing and events as well as the external obligations of the researcher.  The 

time spent in game was semi-structured in nature, allowing for adaptive data collection and the 

observation of emergent behaviors or events and activities that the researcher happened upon in 

their travels and interactions.  While the researcher initially planned to join a guild in order to 

facilitate regular interactions and observations of players, this plan did not work and adjustments 

to the data collection strategy were made.14  These aspects of the study will be revisited in the 

next section as well as revisited in Sections 4.1, 4.2, and 5.7 below.   

Fieldwork also involved the collection of a variety of community artifacts, such as 

relevant entries on wikis, websites, forums threads, and social media posts.  However, since the 

sorting and search features and general organization and design varied across different types of 

                                                 
13 PC games require certain levels of computer performance in order to run effectively, such as a certain amount of 
hard drive space, RAM memory, a fast processor, a capable video card, etc.  The researcher used a gaming laptop 
that met or exceed the recommended minimum requirements of the game.  However, complications did arise, as 
discussed in Section 5.7.2.   
14 This is discussed in Sections 4.2 and 5.7 in more detail.   
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websites, purposive sampling of public posts and threads was also conducted to capture 

important discussions and topics related to the research questions, such as codes of conduct, site 

or community news, etc.  Similar to Burnett et al. (2003), this study used a combination of 

samples; however, rather than using 4 subsamples, this study utilizes 3 subsamples primarily 

derived from the features and limitations of the community websites and forums.  The first 

subsample (S1) was a purposive sample of threads or posts that related to the research questions 

of this study, such as threads or posts debating hot topics, site news, stickied posts or threads, 

codes of conduct, etc.  Subsample 2 (S2) consisted of a structured sampling of the 3 most viewed 

threads or posts in a relevant sub-forum or section.  Subsample 3 (S3) included the top 3 most 

replied or highly active threads or posts in a relevant sub-forum or section.  For particularly long 

threads (4 or more pages of replies), only the first and last pages and a page near the middle were 

collected to avoid data overload.  Website, wiki, and forum data was collected using the 

NCapture browser plug-in for NVivo 10 (QSR International, 2012) and archived using HTTrack 

Website Copier (Roche, 2015) if possible and as needed. 

As described below, the researcher also posted regular updates to the community’s 

primary website to inform the community about the project’s progress and share and discus the 

findings via member checking on the forums.  These additional threads were also collected over 

throughout the analysis and writing period as needed. 

In addition to the collection of community artifacts, the researcher kept a journal of 

fieldnotes.  The fieldnotes were primarily used to record emerging themes, interesting, but 

unrelated topics, as well as provide a separate space to collect autoethnographic reflections on 

the hybrid ethnographic approach being used in this study.  Section 5.7 explores these 

methodological reflections in more detail. 

3.3.2 Participant Observation 

Establishing and maintaining relationships with participants are extremely important in 

ethnographic studies.  According to Schutt (2009, p. 315), participant observation involves 

“developing a sustained relationship with people while they go about their normal activities.”  In 

order to facilitate this, the researcher initially planned to join an active role-playing guild.  Guilds 

in WildStar are groups of players that form long-term alliances to accomplish a variety of in-

game tasks, such as quests, dungeons, or battlegrounds (NCSOFT Corp, 2014a).  Guilds can be 

game specific or span across multiple virtual worlds.  However, as discussed in Sections 4.2 and 



45 
 

5.7, joining a guild, while initially successful, ultimately failed as the guild dissolved shortly 

after the researcher became a full member.  As such, the researcher focused on public role-

playing events and activities instead, which were hosted by both guilded and non-guilded role-

players.  Active role-players are those that regularly (daily or weekly) participate in character- 

and story-driven role-playing.  As WildStar is a new MMORPG, the specific stories of the 

characters may be works-in-progress and take time to develop and become established in the 

larger role-playing community within the game.   

In addition to guilds, WildStar offers social groups called circles.  These circles are 

primarily used to facilitate communication between the different groups a player interacts with 

that may or may not be within in the same guild, such a friends, family members, interest driven 

groups, etc. (NCSOFT Corp, 2014b).  The researcher joined two circles related to role-playing 

shortly after beginning data collection.   

The hybrid ethnographic approach used in this study focuses on individual role-players as 

the unit of analysis.  Observing, participating in role-playing activities and events, and 

interviewing with individual role players helped to create an understanding of the larger role-

playing community through a variety of perspectives.   

In order to expand scholarship and make unique observations, a new MMORPG with 

which the researcher was unfamiliar, WildStar, was chosen.  In general, MMORPG research, as 

Meredith, Hussain, and Griffiths (2009) suggest, has been focused on a few staple games, 

focusing on a new game also expands the scope of MMORPG scholarship overall.  While the 

general gameplay mechanics between MMORPGs may be similar across the genre, each game 

has its own unique virtual world with unique lore, objectives, and customs.  By choosing an 

unfamiliar game, the findings reported here are more trustworthy because the experience is more 

unique and less influenced by previous experiences in different MMORPGs.   

Additional steps were also taken to make the experience a new and interesting challenge 

for the researcher.  While the researcher has played MMORPGs since 2004, the researcher only 

had two months of casual role-playing experience through an unpublished pilot study conducted 

in World of Warcraft as part of a class project in a doctoral-level qualitative methods course.  

The pilot study served as a proof of concept and an initial test of the hybrid ethnographic 

approach described in this chapter.  The pilot was successful and solidified the researcher’s 

interest in the role-playing community.   
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Additionally, the researcher also pursued a mechanical game role to make it more of a 

challenging and new learning experience.  In most MMORPGs, the researcher played as a 

damaging dealing or tank class.  For this project, however, the researcher pursed the role of a 

healer and subsequently created characters of the medic and spellslinger classes, both of which 

were specialized to heal other players.  While this choice had more of an impact on the player 

versus environment aspect of the game than role-playing, the healer or medic identity was a 

significant part of the researcher’s character’s backstories.  Since WildStar was a new game, each 

player faced similar challenges as they progressed and leveled their characters and explored the 

novel virtual world of Nexus.   

3.3.3 Participant Engagement 

As reported in Section 4.2, observing players in an MMORPG yielded copious data, but 

observation alone was not enough to achieve a thick description (Geertz, 1973).  The pilot study 

mentioned above, though limited, informed the researcher that role-playing was a time-

consuming and complex process.  Participating in role-playing alongside community members 

was determined to be another necessary data collection point to better understand their activities 

and behaviors.    

As discussed in Section 2.4.2.4, Pearce shifted her approach nearly halfway through her 

ethnography to become more active resulting in a technique she calls participant engagement 

(Pearce et al., 2009).  Toward the end of one of her ethnographic studies, Pearce invited players 

to in-game meetings to talk about the themes she had uncovered in her earlier observations and 

analysis (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Pearce & Artemesia, 2009).  Rather than simply observe the 

activities and events as they happened, Pearce (2009) elected to participate along with the 

community as they happened.   

In order to actively engage in the role-playing (RP) community activities and events, the 

researcher created and assumed a character role.  This required the creation of a backstory 

appropriate to the lore of the game and the traits of the character.  The backstory, seen in 

Appendix A, was created and used for two characters, Jon Thorstein, an Exile human medic, and 

Jonti Thort, a Chua spellslinger on the Dominion side.  In order to fulfill the roles of a researcher 

both in and outside of the game, the researcher’s background focused on their scientific 

qualifications and interest in studying the customs and skills across different cultures as a 

traveling librarian and scientist paying their way using their medical skills.  The researcher, 
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while in-character, performed as a character with intellectual curiosity, patience, and good 

listening skills in order to fulfill the research goals of both the character and the researcher.  This 

background story and character profile will also help build rapport with the community and make 

them more comfortable with the researcher’s purpose and behavior. 

The researcher also engaged the community using member checking to improve the 

accuracy and verifiability of the data.  Adams (2009) utilizes member checking of her data by 

both players and researcher peers as well as triangulated multiple data points in order to establish 

and ensure the trustworthiness and transferability of her findings.  The researcher posted several 

update threads on the primary role-playing forums to keep the community in the loop on the 

study’s progress.  After the analysis and writing of the findings was completed, the researcher 

posted a summary to the forums and asked for feedback from the community, results from the 

member-checking are discussed in Section 5.8.3. These update threads and posts helped the 

researcher stay informed on what the community was up to and provided opportunities for them 

to ask the researcher questions or make comments.  Transparency in the research process and an 

open communication channel with participants seemed to help build trusting relationships with 

the community and, thus, resulted in more honest and richer data.   

3.3.4 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Qualitative semi-structured interviews were conducted both in-character (IC) and out-of-

character (OOC) in order to understand the information behaviors and digital literacy practices of 

both the characters and the players behind them.15  Informants were offered the option to choose 

whichever medium was most comfortable for them, as being able to choose the medium 

increases the likelihood of participation (Kazmer & Xie, 2008).  However, most of the interviews 

were conducted in-game, with the exceptions of one OOC interview and one IC interview 

(different informants) conducted via text-chat in Skype, and one OOC interview conducted over 

email.  Out of the 17 sets of interviews, 16 informants participated in both IC and OOC 

interviews and one informant chose to complete the OOC interview alone, which resulted in 33 

interviews total.  Potential informants were purposively sampled through a recruitment call 

which was posted as a thread on the forums of the primary role-playing community website.  The 

                                                 
15 The abbreviations of IC or ICly designate activities where the player is enacting their character’s persona and 
story, and are not acting as or portraying themselves, which is referred to as OC, OCly, or out-of-character.   This 
typology is often used to designate between in-character and out-of-character activities. 
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recruitment post included a full description of the study and other necessary informed consent 

information for the semi-structured interviews (as seen in Appendix D).  Additional informants 

were snowball sampled through references and referrals from community members and 

participating informants.   

The interview questions (see Appendix E) were derived with the research questions, the 

theory of information worlds, as well as the definitions of digital literacy in mind.  A semi-

structured approach to the interviews was used to allow informants to describe their behaviors in 

their own terms and allow the researcher to delve deeper and focus on emergent themes that 

arose from the discussions with the informant (Kazmer & Xie, 2008; Mishler, 1986; Murray & 

Sixsmith, 1998).  The video footage, in-game, email, and Skype transcripts from the interviews 

were recorded and cleaned prior to coding and analysis in NVivo 10 (QSR International, 2012) 

The informants were compensated for their time with 1 C.R.E.D.D. per interview.16  One 

C.R.E.D.D. was worth 20 USD and could be exchanged for one month of game-time or sold on 

the in-game auction house for in-game currency.  As 16 out of 17 participants chose to 

participate in both IC and OOC interviews, the incentive seemed to be attractive.   

As mentioned above, the interviews were primarily conducted in-game.  OOC interviews 

were typically conducted in a private party chat channel in-game, with one OOC interview 

conducted via email and one over Skype chat.  Prior to beginning each interview, the researcher 

shared a link to the study’s details and asked each informant if they had any questions or 

comments about the study prior to doing the information consent process.  Informed consent for 

the interviews was accomplished by having the researcher post the informed consent statement 

into chat and asking the informant to read and state whether they agreed or disagreed with the 

statement. In turn, the researcher also acknowledged their informed consent and affirmed that 

they would follow up with the informant with a confirmation of their participant and delivery of 

the incentive.  The informed consent information and process can be found in Appendix D.  

Figure 1 below is a screenshot of the informed consent process from one of the interviews on the 

Dominion side. 

                                                 
16 If an informant completed both IC and OOC interview, they could earn up to 2 C.R.E.D.D.s for their participation. 
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Figure 1: In-Game Informed Consent Process17 

After informed consent was confirmed, the interviews began.  The researcher allowed the 

informant to choose which interview they wanted to complete, either IC, OOC, or both.  About 

half of the participants chose to complete the OOC interviews first before the IC interview.  Each 

individual interview lasted between .5 and 1.5 hours, with a set of IC and OOC interviews 

requiring between 1 and 3 hours.  As mentioned above, the OOC interviews were typically 

conducted in a private party chat channel.  The in-character interviews were conducted in public 

spaces within the game, such as an open field, a town hall, or a tea house.  In fact, since most of 

                                                 
17 This and all other screenshots reported in this dissertation are used in accordance with the Fair Use doctrine as 

stated in Section 107 of the Copyright Act for nonprofit educational, research, and noncommercial purposes.  

However, as stated in the acknowledgements, this and all other in-game screenshots shared in this dissertation 

contain copyrighted art assets and are subject to the following copyright and trademark notices:  © 2014 NCSOFT 

Corporation. All rights reserved. NCSOFT, the interlocking NC logo, Carbine, WildStar, and all associated logos 

and designs are trademarks or registered trademarks of NCSOFT Corporation. All other trademarks are the property 

of their respective owners.  
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the informants played on the Exiles faction, most of the interviews were held in a public tea 

house just outside the Exile capital city of Thayd, as seen in Figure 2 below.   

 

Figure 2: In-Character Interview – Tea House 

 In general, the in-character interviews were a bit more casual than the out-of-character 

interviews.  This was partly due to Jon Thorstein and Jonti Thort’s personalities, but also because 

some of the out-of-character interview questions were not appropriate for in-character role-

playing.  For example, as seen in Figure 2, Thorstein is interviewing an Aurin refugee.  Rather 

than ask about how they find found or evaluated information directly, Thorstein asked about 

their plans on Nexus were, what they did for work, or how they found it, or what their 

interactions with other their peers were like whether Dominion or Exile. 

 Prior to ending each interview, the researcher asked the informants if they had any 

questions for the researcher.  Out-of-character, these questions were about when and where the 

results would be shared or whether the researcher enjoyed role-playing.  Of course, that answer 

was yes, and the informants were directed to check the community forums for updates about any 

publications of the findings.  While in-character, these questions were similar, but tied to the lore 

of the game.  For example, since the researcher’s backstory was about conducting research on 
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the new citizens of Nexus, many informants assumed the researcher was working for the Exile 

Academy of Science (XAS) or the Royal Collegium on the Dominion side.  The researcher 

usually mentioned partial ties to these organizations to give some credibility to their efforts.  

After completing the interviews, the researcher sent the incentive(s) out and then wrote and sent 

a message to the informant via the in-game mail system to confirm their participation and thank 

them for their time and insights.     

3.3.5 Research Tools & Data Management 

The data intensive and multi-sited nature of the proposed hybrid ethnography required a 

variety of research tools in order to collect, analyze, and manage a large amount of data of 

differing formats collected across a variety of data points (e.g., chatlogs, screenshots, forum 

posts, audio/visual recording, field notes, interview transcripts). 

The chatlogger built into WildStar (Carbine Stuios, 2014) was used to collect raw chat 

data from public channels and any private messages sent to or from the researcher during all 

game-play sessions, all of the public role-playing events and activities that were attended, as well 

as for recording the in-game interviews.  Screenshots were used to capture particular moments of 

relevance for some of the figures in this dissertation as well as to create evidence of confirmed 

consent for the interviews, such as in Figure 1.  Video and audio data was captured using Open 

Broadcasting Software (OBS; OBS Project, n.d.).  OBS was running at all times during game-

play sessions, role-playing events, and throughout each of the in-game interviews.  As mentioned 

above, community artifacts, such as forum and social media posts, wikis, and related websites, 

were captured using NVivo’s browser addon, NCapture, or HTTRack Website Copier (QSR 

International, 2012; Roche, 2015).  In practice, HTTRack was used primarily for capturing and 

archiving an entire website or wiki.  If HTTRack was unsuccessful, the NCapture browser addon 

was used as a substitute.  All of the electronic data and files were saved on a secured local hard 

drive on a computer kept in a locked office.  Duplicates of all data were created and copied onto 

two encrypted and password-protected external hard drives as a safety and data recovery 

measure.  In addition to the recorded electronic data, the researcher took brief fieldnotes via pen 

and paper during gaming, role-playing, and interview sessions.   

The information captured within the fieldnotes, chatlogs, screenshots, video and audio 

files, community artifacts, as well as interview transcripts served as the data for this study.  The 

data, predominantly qualitative in nature, was cleaned, managed, and analyzed using NVivo 10 
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(QSR International, 2012). Given the digital and copious nature of the data, as Knoblauch (2005) 

suggests, multiple researchers were used to examine data to look for information behaviors and 

digital literacy practices; details about the inter-reliability testing conducted for this dissertation 

can be found in section 5.8.2.  Of course, any personally identifiable information was omitted 

and/or deleted as needed from the data prior to any reporting, sharing, or publishing. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

Data analysis was conducted using a directed content analysis that applied the 

frameworks of information, media, and communication technology literacy and the theory of 

information worlds, provided by the Partnership for 21st Century Learning (P21; 2011a) and 

Jaeger and Burnett (2010), respectively.   

3.4.1 Operationalized definitions 

The content of the field notes, chat logs, screen shots, video and audio recordings, forum 

posts, wiki entries and backlogs, and interview transcripts will be compared against the 

preexisting definitive framework of digital literacy skills that was created by the Partnership for 

21st Century Learning (P21, 2011a).  P21 was selected over other standards because it is targeted 

at students of all ages.  As mentioned above, the framework provided by P21 includes definitions 

of information, media, and information, communications, and technology (referred to as ICT 

literacy in this study) literacies; whereas other standards, such as the Association of College 

Research Libraries (ACRL, 2000), focus on one type of literacy specifically.  Additionally, as 

mentioned in Section 2.2, the Partnership for 21st Century Learning’s (2011) framework for 

information, media, and information communications technology literacies also accounts for the 

creation and sharing of information and media, which is an important aspect of new definitions 

of information and digital literacies.  For the sake of consistency and the scope of this study, the 

definitions created by P21 were used to address research questions 2 and 3 (and 1c).  The 

framework of digital literacy skills is as follows: 

Information Literacy 

According to P21 (2011c), information literacy is defined as the ability to: 

1. Access and evaluate information 

 Access information efficiently (time) and effectively (sources) 

 Evaluate information critically and competently. (para. 1) 
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2. Use and manage information 

 Use information accurately and creatively for the issues or problem at hand 

 Manage the flow of information from a wide variety of sources 

 Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information. (para. 2) 

Within in this research context, information literacy was operationalized as any 

description, depiction, or demonstration of a role-player looking for information, stating the 

types of information they use, where they get it and why, citing sources, as well as the use and 

creation of resources, such as guides, websites, forums, etc.   

Media Literacy 

According to P21 (2011d), media literacy is defined as the ability to: 

1. Analyze media 

 Understand both how and why media messages are constructed, and for what 

purposes 

 Examine how individuals interpret messages differently, how values and 

points of view are included or excluded, and how media can influence beliefs 

and behaviors 

 Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of media. (para. 1) 

2. Create media products 

 Understand and utilize the most appropriate media creation tools, 

characteristics and conventions 

 Understand and effectively utilize the most appropriate expressions and 

interpretations in diverse, multi-cultural environments. (para. 2) 

Media literacy was operationalized as any description, depiction, or demonstration of a 

role-player seeking, using, and interpreting media sources, such as using social media, videos, 

music, or art, and summarizing, sharing, or discussing it critically, as well as creating of any of 

the aforementioned types of media in suitable for use within diverse environments. 

Information Communications Technology Literacy 

According to P21 (2011b), information communications technology literacy is defined as 

the ability to: 
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1. Apply technology effectively 

 Use technology as a tool to research, organize, evaluate and communicate 

information 

 Use digital technologies (computers, PDAs, media players, GPS,  etc.), 

communication/networking tools and social networks appropriately to access, 

manage, integrate, evaluate and create information to successfully function in a 

knowledge economy 

 Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information technologies. (para. 1) 

Information Communications Technology (ICT) literacy was operationalized as any 

description, depiction, or demonstration of a role-player appropriately and legally using suitable 

ICTs to facilitate communication the exchange of information, such as using VOIP technologies, 

messaging services, email, social media, websites, and forums. 

Given that P21’s framework was designed to help educators and business leaders shape 

and evaluate programs and curricula, the conceptual definitions above after practical in nature 

and were useable as operationalized definitions as well (2011a).   

However, as the theory of information worlds has not been applied to this research 

context before, operationalized definitions were primarily derived from by the conceptual 

definitions below.  Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) theory of information worlds provides a 

theoretical framework for understanding the social contexts of information behavior and will also 

aid in understanding the information behaviors of MMORPG players by addressing research 

questions 1 and 3.  An operationalized codebook for information worlds is currently being 

developed by the researcher and fellow doctoral candidates at Florida State University, Jisue Lee 

(lead) and Julia Skinner,18 under the guidance of Gary Burnett.  The concepts as defined by 

Jaeger and Burnett (2010), served as the operationalized definitions for the initial codebook 

(Appendix C) until the revised general codebook was developed (See Appendix F).  The 

concepts were initially defined as (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8):19 

 

 

                                                 
18 Now Dr. Julia Skinner! 
19 Please see Section 2.3 for more detailed discussions about the theory of information worlds.  
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Social Norms 

 A world’s shared sense of the appropriateness of social appearances and 

observable behaviors 

Social Types 

 The roles that define actors and how they are perceived within a world 

Information Value 

 A world’s shared sense of a scale of the importance of information 

Normative Information Behaviors 

 The full range of behaviors and activities related to information available to 

members of a world 

Boundaries 

 The places at which information worlds come into contact with each other and 

across which communications and information can—but may or may not—

take place. 

As seen in Appendix F, the revised codebook included the following operationalized 

definitions: 

Social Norms 

 Agreed upon behaviors are those that are common and accepted practice 

within a world, and are enforced by actors within that world. In a research 

project, explicit statements may be made about behavior, or patterns that are 

influenced by others in the world may be seen in behavior. 

Social Types 

 Role(s) fulfilled by an individual in an information world as determined, in 

part, by how others in that world view them. 

Information Value 

 A commonly accepted hierarchy regarding the variable importance or 

unimportance of different types of information.  Information Value includes a 

spectrum of values, from high value (e.g., something that is very important to 

a world) to no value (something perceived as worthless or not deserving 

attention), as well as a variety of ways in which value can be perceived (e.g. 

economic vs. artistic value).  Value can be contested—that is, there may be 
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disagreements within a world about the degree to which something is of value, 

and/or how it is or is not of value. 
Normative Information Behaviors 

 Any potential normative behaviors regarding the use or nonuse of 

information. 
Boundaries 

 Lines at which Information Worlds come into contact with one another, where 

communication, interaction, or information exchange may or may not take 

place between those worlds.  Boundaries may be permeable or impermeable, 

virtual or physical, etc.; worlds may be contiguous (as in two nations that 

share a border), embedded (as in a state that is wholly included within a 

nation), contested (as in border disputes), etc. 

Subcodes, examples, and guiding questions for each of the above concepts and their 

operationalized definitions can be found in the first two columns of the updated codebook in 

Appendix F.  As mentioned above and discussed in Section 5.4.4 below, the findings of this 

study were used to further develop the information worlds general codebook; the third column of 

the updated information worlds general codebook in Appendix F contains additional examples 

and guiding questions based on considerations and findings from this study. 

3.4.2 Coding & Data Analysis 

Using a codebook developed from the operationalized definitions listed above (See 

Appendix C and Appendix F), the researcher coded collected data to facilitate a directed content 

analysis.  As discussed below, the initial codebook and proposed method submitted and 

approved by the Human Subjects Committee of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Florida 

State University.    

Directed content analysis is an approach to directed content analysis that codes 

thematically based on an existing theoretical or analytical framework (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

As Hsieh & Shannon (2005) state: 

The goal of a directed approach to content analysis is to validate or extend conceptually a 

theoretical framework or theory. It can provide predictions about the variables of interest 

of coding scheme or relationships among variables, thus helping to determine the initial 

coding scheme or relationships between codes.” (p. 1281) 
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 Since the concepts were already derived from the P21 and information worlds 

frameworks, this approach was helpful for identifying and understanding the relationships 

between the concepts, which is a crucial aspect of research question 3.   

However, since directed content analysis uses an existing theoretical framework, it is 

intrinsically limited in that it may be more likely to be supportive of the theory than unsupportive 

and potentially miss emergent themes as they occur (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  To avoid these 

issues, inter-coder reliability testing with coders familiar with the theory was used to ensure the 

consistency of the researcher’s analysis of the data.  Additionally, while the existing concepts 

were used as the initial codes, recurring themes that did not fit into the existing codes were 

annotated and saved as potential new codes and concepts for further investigation.  Emergent 

codes that did not pertain to this study were omitted from the findings and discussion in this 

dissertation, but will be explored in subsequent publications and projects.   Similarly, the use of 

multiple data points as well as member-checking helped to strengthen the accuracy and 

trustworthiness of the findings.  See Section 5.8 for more information about triangulation and 

member checking.   

In terms of the data analysis process, the interviews were coded first as they were the 

richest data set.  Since the screenshots and video recordings were captured and recorded at the 

same time as the in-game observations and interviews, anything that was vague in the text was 

reviewed in the video data to look at the issue from another perspective.  Similarly, the video 

recordings allowed the researcher to take additional screenshots after the gaming sessions and 

interviews to be used as evidence for the findings if needed, and, of course, only after being 

cleaned.  Following the completion of the coding of the interview data, the two rounds of inter-

coder reliability testing were conducted.  Following the first round, adjustments were made and 

the interviews were recoded and subsequently retested.  Since the levels of agreement were 

suitable after that point, the researcher continued on to code the community artifacts.  The inter-

coder reliability testing results are reported in Section 4.2.3.  The community artifacts, while 

helpful, were used as supplemental data, adding weight to the findings gleaned from the 

interviews and observational and participatory data.  The fieldnotes were coded and reviewed 

last, and served as the primary source of the methodological reflection in Section 5.7.  

 

 



58 
 

3.5 IRB Approval 

Since the hybrid ethnography portion of the study involved overt observation of 

MMORPG players and active participation with other users in a virtual world, the procedures, 

initial codebook, and semi-structured interview protocol were submitted to the Human Subjects 

Committee of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) Human Subject Committee at Florida State 

University.  The initial IRB approval letter, revised method approval letter, and renewal approval 

letter can be found in Appendices G, H, and I, respectively.  As discussed in Section 4.2.1 below, 

the refocusing of the study from a guild role-playing to public role-playing required a revision to 

the original method that was approved (see Appendix H).  The IRB committee stated that the 

participant observation, engagement, community artifact collection did not require informed 

consent nor a debriefing statement.  However, they did require a standard informed consent 

process for the interviews (see Appendix D and Section 3.3.4 for more information). 

3.6 Ethical Issues and Solutions 

Some ethical issues have already been identified and addressed in the discussions above.  

However, the issues of potential harm, privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, and informed consent 

warrant further discussion. 

The potential harm to users in this study was very low and comparable to normal Internet 

and MMORPG use.  However, it was and still is of the utmost priority that the researcher, as an 

observer, participant, and responsible researcher, to ensure both the wellbeing of the other 

players as well as the confidentiality of their identities.  The data reported in this dissertation 

have been cleaned of personally identifiable information to protect the informant’s privacy and 

confidentiality.  The content analysis portion of this study did not involve any direct interaction 

with informants besides the member checking conducted at the end of the study (see Section 

5.8.3).   

As discussed above, the potential for any type of harm to users was very low and similar 

to normal Internet or online gaming usage.  However, since the researcher conducted fieldwork 

via actively engaged participant observation, it was imperative that the researcher not engage in 

any behavior that could be considered hurtful or disrespectful to other players.  The researcher 

avoided discussion of hot topic issues, such as debates about politics, religion, and social issues 

unless relevant to the study.  Additionally, the researcher remained an observer during conflicts 

and did not become involved or declined to comment if asked.   
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Another ethical issue of utmost concern of this study was the maintenance of the players’ 

confidentiality, privacy, and anonymity of the players.  Since chatlogs, screenshots, and 

audiovisual recordings were collected, the researcher made sure to remove any personally 

identifiable information from the published findings and to keep the players’ as well as their 

characters’ identities confidential.  Electronic data collected during the study was encrypted in 

case of theft or accidental loss.  Any personally identifiable information will be destroyed 

following the final publication of any manuscript based on the findings of this project. 

While informed consent was not required for the participant observation, engagement, 

and community artifact collection, as stated in Section 3.6, the researcher included details about 

the researcher’s role and the study’s goals in a variety of easily accessible sources, which also 

stated that data was being collected and they could opt out from the collection.  Informed consent 

can be acquired through a variety of means within virtual worlds. For example, some researchers 

have included notes saying that they were researchers collecting data or URLS to information 

about the study within their in-game profiles; by modifying the appearance of their avatar with a 

symbol that participants have agreed upon and would recognize as meaning that they were being 

recorded; or through communications either in-game, such as through chat or in-game mail, or 

outside of the game via email or posts on forums (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Monahan, 2009; 

Storie, 2008).   Given the ability of participants to find out information about the research on 

their own in the digital age, Jackson (2012) suggests that ethnographers be mindful and sincere 

about the data collected from their participants and the information they share about them.  The 

researcher was careful to not share findings via social media outlets, but did post the 

aforementioned information about the study on his personal website20 and included links to the 

website in any character or account profiles, forum signatures, and any other posts on the 

primary community forums.   The profile in Appendix A was used in the researcher’s PDA21 

profile, an in-game addon used by role-players, and the information in Appendix B was shared 

on the community forums and posted on the researcher’s website. 

However, as Boellstorff et al. (2012) note, the environments of virtual worlds do not 

always provide an opportunity for informed consent to take place.  In such scenarios, the 

researcher must consider any potential harm that may befall the participant and decide whether to 

                                                 
20 The researcher’s personal website:  http://jonathanmhollister.com 
21 See Section 4.4.3.1 for more information about the PDA addon. 
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record the information; most often, collecting and reporting the data anonymously avoids most 

potential harm (Boellstorff et al., 2012).  The researcher was careful to tell each informant that 

they did not have to answer any questions they did not feel comfortable doing so and that they 

could stop at any time.  While this did not happen during the study, the researcher would have 

halted the study and reviewed the situation as needed. 

3.7 Limitations 

As Geertz (1973) states, the purpose of an ethnography is to provide a thick description 

of human behavior and its context.  As such, ethnography22 provides an ideal means for 

describing information behavior in the social context of an MMORPG.  The four themes briefly 

discussed above (see Sections 2.4.2.6 and 3.1.1) also highlight some of the main strengths of 

ethnography.  Given the holistic nature of ethnography, these themes and strengths are 

intrinsically interrelated. 

As Boellstorff et al. state, “[o]ne powerful aspect of [ethnography] is that ethnographers 

must be flexible in their techniques to make their methods sensitive to the contexts we study” 

(2012, p. 3-4).  Ethnographers, embedded with a community or culture, may need to utilize a 

variety of complementary data collection and analytical techniques to capture diverse and 

emergent behaviors.    Given the descriptive and exploratory nature of ethnographic inquiry, 

researchers may be stepping into field sites that are poorly understood, difficult to enter, or 

under-researched.   An ethnographer must be prepared to observe and track behaviors as they 

occur.  In this regard, the researcher was adaptive and flexible during data collection to allow for 

more comprehensive observation and participation with the community.  In this sense, the 

researcher scheduled their game sessions so that they could attend public role-playing events and 

participate in related activities.  The researcher also scheduled “free time” to observe additional 

events and activities as they happened or to capture non-recurring events.   

Boellstorff et al. go on to argue that ethnography is driven and guided by its research 

questions rather than by “a priori methodological dogmas or preferences” (2012, p. 6).  While 

Boellstorff (2006) notes that ethnographies are often characterized by participant observation, the 

approach often employs multiple or mixed method designs, utilizing multiple data collection and 

                                                 
22 Given that their objective is to create a method handbook to facilitate and support the use of ethnography in 
virtual worlds, Boellstorff et al. (2012) do not differentiate between different types of ethnography in their 
discussions of its strengths and weaknesses and neither will the researcher here. 
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analytical techniques, both qualitative and quantitative, to address a major research question, or 

set of research questions (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Brewer & Hunter, 2006, and Johnson, 

Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007, for more information23).  As discussed in Sections 2.2.1, 2.2.2, 

and 2.4.1, participant observation, interviews, focus groups, content analysis have been utilized 

as parts of ethnographic research designs to better understand information behaviors and digital 

cultures of MMORPGs.  With the overall goals of exploration and description, this study’s 

design enabled and required the use of multiple data collection techniques in order to pursue 

answers to open-ended research questions. 

Ethnography has been criticized as being unscientific for its lack of an established 

framework or procedures (Boellstorff et al., 2012; Schutt, 2009; Thomas & Nyce, 1998).  Khoo, 

Rozaklis and Hall (2012) noted that studies described as ethnographies in the field of LIS did not 

often provide clear definitions of ethnography or even justify its use.  Boellstorff et al. (2012) 

mention that some researchers claim that their work is ethnographic despite only using a single 

data collection technique or having only spent a small amount of time in a virtual world.   This 

lack of understanding and consistency of what ethnography is and what it entails may contribute 

to the aforementioned criticisms.  Detailed discussions, such as the present, are necessary to 

provide a better understanding of ethnographic research and instill a greater appreciation of its 

value to the social sciences.  In this regard, the researcher has stressed the importance of the 

features of a hybrid ethnography (see Section 3.1.1), the utilization of multiple data collection 

techniques (see Sections 3.3 and 3.4) and guidance from a robust theoretical framework (see 

Sections 2.3.1 and 3.4.1) in order to provide a clear understanding of the approach taken.     

Boellstorff et al. (2012) also note that level of participation required by a researcher in an 

ethnographic study creates too much subjectivity in the findings.  However, they argue that 

subjectivity is a “vital part of ethnographic rigor, not only for how it offers [researchers] a 

position from which to engage and interpret, but because it forms the backbone of intersubjective 

understanding” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 41).   Similarly, they also address the myth that 

ethnography is just a story of the personal experience of the researcher by arguing that indeed 

“personal experience is part of ethnographic research” and that discounting the expertise of the 

                                                 
23 An in-depth discussion of mixed and multiple method designs, and their differences, is outside of the scope of this 
dissertation.  See Brewer & Hunter, 2006, and Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007, for more information23 
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researcher “reduces ethnographic research to an exercise in data collection” (Boellstorff et al., 

2012, p. 43).  However, researchers have devised ways to address these concerns.  

For example, Adams (2009) utilized member checking of her data by both players and 

research peers as well as triangulated multiple data points in order to establish and ensure the 

trustworthiness and transferability of her findings.  To address these issues, the researcher posted 

regular updates to the community forums throughout the data analysis and writing phase on the 

project and conducted member-checking at the end to ensure the findings were accurate and 

representative.    

Autoethnography, a subtype of ethnography, focuses on both the expertise and 

experiences of the researcher as a member of a particular community or culture.  According to 

Ellis and Bochner (2000, p. 739), autoethnography is an “autobiographical genre of writing and 

research that displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural.”  

While autoethnographic approaches openly embrace both the subjective and personal, it still 

requires researchers to analyze their experience with a critical academic rigor.24   The researcher 

was keen to separate autoethnographic data from ethnographic data in the sense that only 

information and perspectives gleaned from role-players, not from the researcher, will be included 

in the findings.  However, as mentioned above, autoethnographic musings were recorded in the 

fieldnotes and are discussed in the methodological reflection in Section 5.7.  A more detailed 

autoethnography may be reported outside of the dissertation in the future.    

3.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the researcher described virtual and related ethnographies that are 

appropriate to study the information behaviors and digital literacy practices of MMORPG 

players.  Strengths and weaknesses of ethnography and specific concerns for using it in virtual 

game spaces were also discussed.  The hybrid ethnographic approach using participant 

observation and engagement, the collection of community artifacts, and semi-structured 

interviews described above was used to collect the data for this dissertation.  Collected data was 

cleaned and analyzed using a structured content analysis guided by Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) 

theory of information worlds and P21’s framework for digital literacy skills.  Potential ethical 

issues with the method were identified and solutions were discussed.   

                                                 
24 Autoethnography is the subject of much debate in its own right, so much so that it is beyond the scope of this 
dissertation to address in more detail; please see Ellis and Bochner (2000) for more information. 
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Given the strengths and limitations of focused ethnography and the themes of 

ethnographic approaches to MMORPGs, a hybrid ethnography guided by the theory of 

information worlds provides a powerful approach to understanding the social information 

behaviors and digital literacy practices of MMORPG players.  Table 1 below briefly describes 

and summarizes the data collection points and their products.  Given the holistic nature of 

ethnographic approaches, each and every data collection point was meant to address or help 

answer all of the research questions.     

Table 1 Data Collection Points, Tools, Outputs and Purposes 

Data Collection Points Tools Used Outputs Purposes 

In-game public role-playing 
events & activities 

 OBS  

 In-game chatlogger 

Raw audiovisual 
recordings; public chat 
transcripts 

RQs 1, 2, 3 

Semi-structured interviews  OBS 

 In-game chatlogger  

 Email 

 Skype 

Recordings of 
interviews’ Raw 
interview transcripts 

RQs 1, 2, 3 

External community sites 
(includes primary role-playing 
community website/forum, social 
media, wikis, other websites) 

 NVivo 10 NCapture 

 HTTrack Website Copier 

Community artifacts, 
various text formats 

RQs 1, 2, 3 

Fieldnotes   Pen and paper Autoethnographic data RQs 1, 2, 3, & 
Methodological 
Reflection 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 
 
 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will describe the findings from the data collected via the methods detailed in 

Chapter 3.  Section 4.2 will briefly report on the data collection process and the inter-coder 

reliability testing results.  Sections 4.3 will provide a contextual basis to understand the 

remainder of the findings.  Sections 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6 address and answer research questions 1, 2, 

and 3, respectively.   

4.2 Report on Data Collection 

In-game data collection occurred over a six-month period between July 2014 and January 

2015.  This in-game data included chat-logs, gameplay recordings, screenshots, and field notes 

collected across 42 in-game field site visits; the length of each visit ranged between .5 and 4.5 

hours, depending on the activities, but averaged around two hours.  Chat-logs were captured 

using an official built-in utility within WildStar.  Gameplay recordings (which include in-game 

video and audio as well as external audio from voice-chat applications) were collected using 

Open Broadcaster Software (OBS), an open source and free software suite for screen-capturing, 

recording, and online broadcasting (OBS Project, n.d.).  The recordings were captured in full 

high definition (FHD, 1920 x 1080 pixels) at 30 frames per second in order to maintain high 

quality and viewable records.  Over 85 hours of gameplay, including the interviews, were 

recorded, resulting in 129 gigabytes (GB) of raw audiovisual data. Out-of-game data collection 

also began on July 2014 and was completed July 2015, this included a structured and purposive 

sampling of community websites, wikis, and forums.   

Semi-structured interviews, both in- (IC) and out-of-character (OOC), were conducted 

primarily in-game between October and December of 2014, with the exceptions of one OOC 

interview and one IC interview (different informants) conducted via text-chat in Skype, and one 

OOC interview conducted over email.  Out of the 17 sets of interviews, 16 informants 

participated in both IC and OOC interviews and one informant chose to complete the OOC 

interview alone.  Potential informants were purposively sampled through a call for interviewees 

post on the forums of the main role-playing community’s website.  Additional informants were 
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snowball sampled through references from community members and participating informants.  

Please see Chapter 3 for more detailed descriptions of the data collection and analysis methods 

and Section 4.2.3 below for the inter-coder reliability testing results.  

4.2.1 Plan B 

As discussed in section 3.3.2, the initial plan for accessing and interacting with parts of 

the role-playing community was to join a role-playing guild for the duration of the in-game data 

collection.  A guild would have facilitated access to a variety of activities and many 

opportunities to network with other role-players both within and outside of the guild.  The 

researcher did in fact pursue this route, but encountered several issues not uncommon with new 

MMORPGs, such as a rough launch with numerous bugs and performance issues; key executives 

leaving the company and general layoffs; and insufficient staying power and population decline 

(Lefebrve, 2014a, 2014b, 2014c; Olivetti, 2014a, 2014b; Royce, 2014a, 2014b; Shively, 2015).  

Despite launching on June 3rd of 2014, these issues, among others, led Carbine Studios and 

NCSoft to announce that WildStar would move from a subscription- and token-based model to a 

free-to-play model in the September of 2015, which is a few months after the game’s first year 

anniversary (Team WildStar, 2015).  This move was an attempt to improve the game’s financial 

sustainability and revive player populations.   

These issues also, in part, impacted the researcher’s attempts to observe and engage with 

the community.  The researcher applied to an active role-playing guild in early July (2014), 

completed both out-of-character and in-character interviews, and was eventually accepted as a 

full member in early September, after nearly 2 months of active participation.  However, strain 

caused by the aforementioned issues and a dispute between subgroups of players within the guild 

led the guild leader to put the guild on permanent hiatus in mid-September.  With low numbers 

and participation, the guild’s role-playing events and activities could not be maintained.   

While unfortunate, these events are not uncommon in new games.  Given this set back, 

the researcher attempted to join a back-up guild, to which an application had been submitted at 

the same time as the first.  While the researcher was initially accepted into the second guild, the 

application and interview process had advanced enough with the first guild that the researcher 

choose to go with them.  Sadly, when the researcher contacted the leaders of the second guild to 

see if they were still active and whether the approval still stood, it was learned that they suffered 

a similar fate and had dispersed to other MMORPGs.   
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Given tight schedules and time restrictions, the researcher proposed changes to his 

committee and gained approval from the IRB (see Appendix I) to slightly alter the focus and 

approach of the dissertation project; given the flexibility of the method and exploratory nature of 

the study, new methods and research questions were not needed.  A majority of the data collected 

during the researcher’s time with the guild was archived to be used for a future study on the early 

life and death of a guild in a new MMORPG.   

Rather than risk stability issues and a long application and vetting process with another 

guild, the researcher moved up and broadened the scope of the semi-structured interviews and 

focused on public role-playing events and activities within the broader role-playing community 

on the server.   Since the researcher was only able to recruit two previous members of the guild 

for interviews, a general call for participation was placed on the community’s forums to find 

more informants without imposing a previously planned structured sampling’s restrictions on 

rank or participation level.  Additional informants were found through snowball sampling 

facilitated by recommendations from the interviewed informants and suggestions posted on the 

forums in response to the call for participation.  While this move may have introduced some self-

selection bias, inviting more of the community to participate and focusing on public role-playing 

activities may be more representative of these activities and the role-playing population within 

WildStar as a whole.   

Given this shift in approach and the overwhelming response of the community, the results 

described in this chapter are predominantly based on the interview data and are supplemented 

and triangulated with data collected in and outside of the game via participant observation and 

engagement in public role-playing activities and events as well as a sample of posts and threads 

from game-related community websites, forums, and wikis.  Given the focused nature of this 

study, the results will be organized in order of the research questions (see Section 3.2) rather than 

a single narrative.  Similarly, the findings, and discussions thereof, will be reported and 

described from a first person perspective to facilitate a more fluid and readable account 

throughout the remainder of this dissertation, where appropriate. 

4.2.2 Thick Description and Player Safety 

Given the small nature and location of the community of focus, some information has 

been omitted or redacted from the results reported below.  This move may seem antithetical to 

the ethnographic approach described the researcher in Chapter 3; however a character’s story, 
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their avatar’s appearance, and other attributes can potentially be used to identify the character, 

and by extension, the player behind them.  The researcher has dual goals of describing the role-

playing community in an accurate and meaningful way as well as protecting the informants and 

community that volunteered their time and invited the researcher to participate in their activities.  

The researcher strived to include enough detail so that a nonspecialized reader can understand 

the content while limiting certain information to reduce the chances for the identification of the 

character or the player.  A more nuanced discussion of the methodological implications of this 

issue is be provided in Section 5.7.3. 

4.2.3 Inter-Coder Reliability Testing Results.   

Inter-coder reliability was tested using a coding comparison query in NVivo.  The coding 

was compared between myself and two additional coders familiar with the information worlds 

general codebook.25 The two additional coders were trained on the Partnership for 21st Century 

Learning framework used to code digital literacy practices as well as provided a primer on the 

setting and plot of WildStar; I was also nearby during the coding in case either coder had a 

question about something specifically related to WildStar.  Following the training, each coder 

reviewed and marked up the same interview using NVivo.   

Table 2 Inter-Coder Reliability Testing Results 

First Run 

Code Kappa Agreement (%) 

Digital Literacy Practices (DLP) 0.373 86.55 
Social Types (ST) 0.701 87.39 
Social Norms (SN) 0.594 88.66 
Normative Information Behavior (IB) 0.173 71.94 
Information Value (IV) 0.0904 71.81 
Boundaries 0.524 84.76 

Second Run 

Digital Literacy Practices (DLP) 0.6302 89.01 
Social Types (ST) 0.743 89.01 
Social Norms (SN) 0.594 88.66 

Normative Information Behavior (IB) 0.7703 90.64 
Information Value (IV) 0.507 82.56 
Boundaries 0.606 86.94 

As seen in Table 2 above, the first round of testing showed high levels of agreement 

between all coders, with the exception of the codes for normative information behavior and 

                                                 
25 The other two J’s of 3 J’s and a G. 
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information value.  Given these results, the coders re-examined and compared each other’s codes 

manually.  It turned out that I was not coding things for information value and normative 

information behavior, but the other two coders did.  After discussing the rationale behind their 

coding and coming to an agreement, the interview was re-coded and the reliability tested again. 

As seen above, the level of agreement was above 80% across the board in the second round of 

reliability testing.  An agreement rate of 80% is considered acceptable in most situations, and 

even a rate as low as 70% is sufficient for exploratory studies, which this project is (Lombard, 

Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002).  Based on the overall results, I re-analyzed the remaining 

interview data with more of an open mind toward information value and information behaviors.  

4.3 Welcome to Nexus 

A brief introduction to WildStar’s systems, plot, and setting will be helpful for 

understanding the results discussed in the following sections.  Some examples from the findings 

are also reported to provide additional insight.   

WildStar26 is set on the legendary lost planet of Nexus, which was rumored to be the 

home-world of the now vanished highly advanced race known as the Eldan.  Dorian Walker, an 

Exile Human explorer discovers the lost planet and soon thereafter word spreads throughout the 

universe.  This, in turn, creates a mass migration to the planet and competition for its resources 

and the power contained in the relics and salvaged technologies of the Eldan.  This competition 

is mainly between the two warring factions:  the Dominion, an advanced galactic empire bent on 

total control and power, and the Exiles, an alliance of sorts between ex-Dominions, rogue agents, 

and refugees searching for a new place to call home.  

The basic plot of WildStar focuses on unlocking the mystery of the disappearance of the 

Eldan and the secrets of planet Nexus, and the conflict between the factions.  Each faction 

consists of four races.  The Dominion includes:  Cassians which are equivalent to humans; the 

Mechari, a robotic race developed by the Eldan; the Draken, a horned and tailed warrior race; 

and the Chua, a short and furry race of mad scientists.  The Exiles include:  Humans, mostly 

                                                 
26 More detailed explanations of the game’s lore, races, factions, paths, classes, paths etc., can be found on the 
following websites:   
http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/ 
http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/game/races/ 
http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/game/classes/ 
http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/game/paths/     
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rebels and some ex-Dominion Cassians; the Granok, a stone-hardened and blunt race of warriors; 

the Aurin, a feline-like humanoid race known for their agility and affinity to nature; and the 

Mordesh, a highly intelligent race known for their medical expertise yet are plagued with a 

zombifying disease. 

When creating their avatar or character, players first select a faction and can then choose 

a race, class, and path.  From there they can customize their avatars by selecting their gender 

(with the exception of the Chua, which are agender or unigender), hair color and style, 

coloration, face structure, eye color, body type, among other options.  Class determines the type 

of role (either tanking, damage dealing [DPS], or healing) and gameplay style that the player will 

engage in.  Classes include: Warrior, a tank or melee damage dealers; Spellslinger:  a dual-gun-

wielding class capable of damage dealing or healing; Esper:  a ranged caster class which uses 

psychic energy to create illusions for damage dealing or healing;  Engineer, a sturdy class which 

uses gadgets and technology to tank or deal damage from range; Stalker; an stealth class that can 

deal a large amount of damage or tank using advanced biotech suits; and Medic, a support class 

that can heal or damage others using weapons known as resonators.  

In addition to class, players also select a path, a feature within WildStar that offers 

players additional content and extra experience for completing tasks based on their interests.  

Paths include: Scientist, which allows players to collect data and lore information using a 

companion robot known as a scanbot; Soldier; which offers additional combat challenges and 

missions; Settler, which offers perks when building on their plots and in towns; and Explorer, 

which offers access to and bonuses for the exploration of new areas and tracking interesting 

phenomenon.   

The setting, plot, and character choices serve as the primary sources or at least 

inspirations for the variety of activities, stories, and characters associated with role-playing in 

WildStar.  However, their relative importance will vary based on the individual player’s 

character and story design choices and preferences.  This will be discussed further in the social 

types section (4.4.1) below.   

4.3.1 General Types of MMORPG Gameplay  

There are also three major types of primary objectives based on the mechanical and 

systematic aspects of the MMORPG as well as the interests of the players:  Player Versus 

Environment (PVE), Player Versus Player (PVP), and Player Versus Everything (PVX).  PVE 
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focused guilds or players are interested in completing the game, completing fights against highly 

powerful non-player-characters (NPCs), completing quests, and learning more about the story 

and lore of the planet Nexus.  PVP focused guilds or players are interested in combat between 

players and characters within and across the factions established by the game, in this case the 

Dominion and the Exiles.  PVX guilds or players are simply those interested in both types of 

activities. 

Role-players and role-playing activities could be interested in any of the above foci, but 

role-playing guilds seemed to prefer PVE based themes or objectives, such as exploring Nexus 

or operating restaurants and bars for other players.  That said, in order to keep in the lore and 

history of the game, many stories from players and guilds involved aspects of aggression or 

feelings of contempt toward the opposite faction in order to drive the plot or motivate their 

characters regardless of whether there was any actual combat between the characters or guilds 

across factions during role-playing.  For instance, during an IC interview27 with the leader of a 

guild on the Exiles side, the researcher asked about their relations with the Dominion: 

[Character]: None of our interactions with the Dominion end in our favor... not that we 

haven't taken hits ourselves. But unless we need em' for something I have a kill on sight 

order for any Dominion we come across. 

[Character]: ((end in their favor*)) 

[Character]: I don't know why I put that in parenthesis XD 

[Jon Thorstein]: gotcha :) 

[Character]: Interaction with the Exiles varies. Some of them don't appreciate the 

presence of pirates. Members of my crew have actually gone out of their way to not 

mention their... career choice because of unsavory interactions. 

This particular guild was comprised of a group of space bandits that specifically targets 

the Dominion faction.  However, the conflict within their role-play was facilitated through forum 

story and in-game events with Dominion NPCs rather than seeking out Dominion characters to 

attack in Nexus.  Additionally, while they are a guild on the Exiles side, their activities as pirates 

are not necessary representative or accepted by the Exiles in general.  However, some guilds and 

                                                 
27 Please see Appendix J for a key on how to read the IC and OOC chat excerpts reported throughout Chapters 4 and 
5. 
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players do just that as open-world combat between factions is enabled on some of the servers that 

host the game.28 

The impact of one’s faction choice on role-playing will be discussed below.  

Additionally, conflict role-playing and other major themes of role-playing are discussed in the 

next section. 

4.3.2. Demographic Snapshot 

To varying degrees, demographics are among the aspects that individuals use to identify 

themselves and others within their own communities or others.  In real life, demographics are 

largely fixed; in role-playing, however, they are subject to change based on a player’s choices 

and preferences.  Additionally, just like in the real world, these demographic aspects impact the 

way individuals interact in with one another to varying degrees.  However, the ways in which 

gender, race, faction, and profession of the characters impact the types of characters created, 

their stories, and their interactions with one another will be discussed in Section 4.4.1 about 

social types. While a general survey of the demographics of the role-playing community at large 

was not a primary focus of this study, basic demographic information was collected from the 

informants participating in the semi-structured interviews in order to compare and contrast the 

in-character (IC) or in-game and out-of-character (OOC) or real life social types of the 

informants.   It should be noted that some information will be omitted to help protect the 

informants due to the small size of the community.  Similarly, some questions did not translate 

well to the IC portion of the interviews. 

Five out of the 17 (about 29.4%) interview informants identified themselves (OOCly) as 

women; 11 of 17 (about 70.5%) of the informants identified themselves as men.  Two of the 

participants identified as genderqueer or genderfluid and were recorded using their preferred 

pronouns.  In-character, however, 11 out of 17 (64.7%) informants overall identified their 

characters or avatars as female gendered.  All women informants identified as women via their 

                                                 
28 Like other MMORPGs, the game world is hosted on separate servers with limited populations.  The developers 
can enable or disable certain rulesets or features server-wide.  One common distinction on server lists is whether or 
not a server is PVP or PVE—these distinctions are interpreted differently that type of gameplay discussed in 4.3.1.2.  
On PVP servers, characters and avatars are permitted to attack characters and avatars on the opposite faction through 
most of the world with the exception of faction controlled cities.  PVE servers disable open world combat and 
relegate it to certain areas or arenas designated for PVP. 
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in-character avatars or profiles, while 6 (50%) of the male informants represented their IC 

avatars and characters as female. 

According to Watch WildStar, an unofficial and incomplete community run census29, the 

overall player population of Wildstar is 8% women, 88.9% men, 0.6% other, with 2.6% 

preferring not to disclose.  Regarding character or avatar gender, 32.5% of characters are women 

and 67.5% are male, excluding Chua characters as this in-game race has only one gender.  

However, given that neither the demographics of the interview informants or those from Watch 

WildStar are representative or accurate, these results should not be used to generalize the overall 

population of WildStar. 

Interview informants ranged in age from 20 to 41 years old, with an average of 29.76 

years old and a median age of 29.  In-character ages were not recorded to help protect character 

and, subsequently, the informant’s identity.   

Overall, the interview informants were highly educated:  9 (about 53%) have a 

Bachelor’s level education, 2 have Associate level educations, 4 have some college education or 

are current students and 2 have Master’s level educations.  Their majors ranged widely from 

general studies to anthropology to business to information technology to education.  Similarly, 

while a few of the informants were unemployed and/or full- or part-time students at the time of 

the interviews, their careers and jobs varied widely, including professionals in the sales, 

literature, hospitality, healthcare, education, construction, and information technology industries.  

Similarly, in-character professions included educators, entrepreneurs and proprietors, military (or 

counter-military) personnel and agents, and scientists, to name a few. 

Fifteen of the 17 (88%) interview informants identify as White (non-Hispanic), 1 is 

Hispanic White, and 1 identifies as Asian.  This skew was similarly represented with their 

character race30 choices:  10 (58.82%) are Aurin (Exiles), 6 are human (2 Dominion Cassians 

                                                 
29 Watch Wildstar (2013) states that it has nearly 11,000 entries in its census from the community.  However, the 
records or entries are not 1:1 between players and characters because players are not required to register with the site 
to add a character and a player can add 1 character per day.  While the numbers may not be representative or 
accurate, the numbers do at least suggest that there are more male players or that males are more likely to identify 
themselves by participating in the census.  More information: http://watchwildstar.com/census 
 
30 Unlike the human race, in which all individuals are of the same species, race within WildStar refers to different 
species or types of extra-terrestrial aliens.  That said, while human Exiles and Cassian humans are similar in outward 
phenotype, the human Exiles are separated by 300 years of living in space on aging spaceships and have adapted 
accordingly.  See http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/game/loremageddon/human/ for more information. 
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and 4 Human Exiles), and 1 Draken (Dominion); with a faction split of about 82.4% Exiles and 

17.6% Dominion.  According to Watch WildStar’s informal census,31 the character population’s 

race distribution is as follows: 18.2% Human Exiles, 17.3% Dominion Cassians, 15.7% Aurin, 

12% Mordesh (Exiles), 11.6% Chua (Dominion), 8.8% Mechari (Dominion), 8.7% Draken, and 

7.6% Granok (Exiles) (Watch WildStar, 2013).  This also shows a faction distribution of 53.5% 

Exiles and 46.5% Dominion.  However, as the observed faction split of the informants’ 

characters suggests above, the Exiles faction was more highly populated and active in role-

playing activities during the period of data collection.  This seemed to be verified by a number of 

the informants with experience on both sides.  For example, one informant commented: 

“Dominion side is a little quiet.  I think it’s because they are the less popular faction, but 

there’s still RP.  Just gotta look harder.  The RPers on Dominion side are pretty sociable 

and nice too…Fortunately I play both factions equally and know a lot of people on both 

sides.  The difference in activity and RPer numbers are quite jarring.” 

They go on to suggest that more of the popular races for role-playing happen to be on the 

Exiles side.  Another informant suggested that playing a “bad guy” is more difficult due to the 

extra amount of drama that may ensue during interactions with other characters and simply that 

being a truly evil player is undesirable due to the emotional and psychological baggage.  Further 

discussion on character types, attitudes, and motivations will be more appropriately discussed in 

Section 4.4.1. 

4.4 The Information Worlds of Active Role-Players in a MMORPG 

As detailed in Section 2.3, Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) Theory of Information Worlds 

consists of 5 interrelated concepts:  social types, social norms, normative information behaviors, 

information value, and boundaries. The information worlds of active role-players will be 

described through the lens of each concept in the following sections and then characterized as a 

whole in the last sub-section of 4.4.6.  The following research questions will be addressed in the 

sections to come: 

1. What characterizes the information worlds of active role-players in MMORPGs? 
a. What social types exist in MMORPGs? 

b. What are the social norms of MMORPG players? 

c. What types of information behaviors are evident? 

                                                 
31 Results from August 26, 2015. 
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d. What types of information are valuable to MMORPG players? 

e. What boundaries exist in the information worlds of MMORPG players? 

 

4.4.1 RQ1a:  Social Types of Role-Players in WildStar 

As introduced in Section 2.3.1.1, characterizing the social types within an information 

world includes the “ways in which individuals are perceived and socially defined within the 

context of their small world” (Jaeger and Burnett, 2010, p. 22).  In the realm of online role-

playing, social type is dependent both on how players choose to role-play and how other players 

and characters perceive and interact with each other.  The social types within two major 

categories, out-of-character and in-character, will be described.  For clarity’s sake, when the 

researcher refers to informants as “players,” or simply “informants,” this refers to their Out-of-

Character (OOC) identities and actions (OOCly), while references to “characters” should be 

understood as In-Character (IC) identities, actions (ICly), and stories.  Again, some details are 

omitted in order to preserve the privacy and confidentiality of the informants and their 

characters. 

4.4.1.1 RQ1a:  Out-of-Character Social Types.  Out-of-character social types refer to 

socially perceived types of players outside of the game and in-character personas and stories.  

The following sections discuss role-players as a subset of gamers in MMORPGs and in general, 

the major levels and types of role-players, their motivations for role-playing, and a look at how 

role-players see themselves and their community. 

Role-Players as a Subset of MMORPG Players.   

As seen in Section 4.3.1, there are a variety of different activities players can engage in 

within the virtual worlds of MMORPGs.  None of these activities, including role-playing, are 

mutually exclusive; players may participate in any number of things at a variety of levels.  As 

discussed in the next section, many role-players engage with PVE or PVP in addition or in 

conjunction with their role-playing activities.  Of course, MMORPG players are also a subset of 

gamers in general, but may enjoy a variety of different types of games whether they role-play 

within them or not.  That is to say, role-playing is not limited to just (MMO)RPGs. 

Levels of Role-Playing & Types of Role-Players.   

Role-players and role-playing in WildStar can be categorized into three levels of role-

playing complexity:  casual, medium, and heavy.  These categorizations attract different types of 
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role-players and carry different expectations for the types of and approaches to role-playing 

activities. 

Casual role-players in my study tended to be players new to role-playing or more 

seasoned role-players looking for a less rule-constrained experience or to help new role-players.  

Casual role-playing events allowed for players to learn how to role-play as well as the best 

practices and rules for successful and enjoyable role-playing without strict enforcement of the 

rules or strict repercussions for any violations.  Casual role-playing events were sometimes less 

plot or character driven events and more focused on socializing, networking, and teaching.  See 

Section 4.3.2 for a more detailed discussion of the social norms and rules of role-playing.   

Medium role-players generally had mostly developed character backstories and were 

capable of interacting with other in-character and collaborate with other role-players during in-

game role-play or on forum-based role-play.  Breaches between in-character and out-of-character 

conversations were less frequent and more tolerated, although in-character conversations 

typically took place using the say, custom emote, or animated emote channels.  Medium role-

playing events featured more character and story driven events and interactions where players 

were expected to engage with the activity or event in-character.  

Heavy role-players generally had full-fledged character stories, an established costume 

and appearance, and communicated with others in-character most of the time, with a stricter 

divide between IC and OOC communication and interaction (see 4.3.2 for more information) at 

this level.  The use of addons to manage and display important RP information was also more 

common at this level (see 4.4.3 for more information).  Heavy role-players typically were more 

seasoned role-players with experience from role-playing in other MMORPGs or tabletop or card-

based role-playing games.  Heavy role-playing guilds often had a guiding theme or objective 

developed and led by the guild leader(s) and officer(s).  However, some heavy role-players 

organized and hosted public role-playing events in game or on the forums without a guild.  

These designations are also sometimes used to advertise a guild and recruit players and 

characters and to describe events or activities.   Additionally, the general types of MMORPG 

gameplay (as discussed in Section 4.3.2) are also mentioned in advertisements to inform and 

attract players and characters.  For example, consider the types of gameplay described in the 

following four guild recruitment blurbs posted on the community forums and in-game in general 

or zone chat: 
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1. [Guild 1] - A rag-tag band of misfit mercenaries just looking to survive and make a 
life for themselves, living from job to job. But behind the scenes lies an ancient 
society, woven in a complex spiderweb of intrigue, mystery, secrets, and hidden 
knowledge that characters unlock as they advance through the ranks and storyline. 
Potentially spooky! - RP Heavy - Guild 

2. [Guild 2] – [Guild 2] are a PVE/Medium RP guild. While they will have serious 
progression groups, teaching and sharing information is something important to them. 
A fun, casual group for play at your own pace players! 

3. [Player 1, in /zone]: Looking for a guild? Feeling lonely? Just want a shiny tag over 
your head? <[Guild 3]> always welcomes new and casual players. We are primarly 
[sic] a raiding guild but enjoy both PvP and RP as well. Active, helpful and LGBT 
friendly. PST for info!  

4. Another recruitment pitch from the same guild by a different character: 
[Player 2, in /zone]: <[Guild 3]> is recruiting Engi/Medic/Warrior Dps, Non-Medic 
Healer.We are a 1/6 raiding guild, love to socialize, and are LGBT friendly. We are 
working our way into organized PvP and have members interested in RP as well. 
Regularly doing guild events. Also take casual players. Raid times: M,W,Th. 8:20-
11:20 EST. Site: [URL to Guild website] 

 
Guild 1 includes a bit more background about their storyline, which helps potential 

recruits figure out if their characters might fit in or whether they might need to alter their story or 

create a new character to join.  Guild 2 focuses on both PVE and medium RP; they offer less 

information on the RP activities or storylines they pursue, but emphasize their efforts in teaching 

new players in a casual atmosphere.  As they state, Guild 3 is primarily a PVE raiding guild, but 

one that is open to a bit PVP and RP; it is likely that any RP they engage in is at the casual level.  

Example 4 is another recruitment pitch for Guild 3 made by a different member.  This version 

invites players to visit their website to learn more rather than engage in a private conversation 

and is more specific about what times they engage in these PVE activities.  While there is 

overlap in the information shared in these posts, each one has a slightly different approach to 

entice players in order to be more appealing to a wider audience.   

In addition to the types of activities the guilds pursues, the mechanical classes and 

characteristics of the potential recruits are also listed.  As seen in examples 3 and 4 above, Guild 

3 is also looking for specific classes (engineer, medic, or warrior) in the DPS role as well as new 

and/or casual (as opposed to hardcore32) players.  They also state that they are sociable and 

                                                 
32 The casual/hardcore player or raider dichotomy is often used to describe players with different levels of 
commitment to raiding, a major endgame PVE activity which involves large, coordinated groups of players 
combatting against boss NPCs in lengthy and difficult battles.  Casual players are often unable to commit to set 
raiding schedules due to time conflicts, lack of needed equipment, or knowledge of the strategies to compete against 
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active, which is desirable for most players since social contact is a major perk of guild life in 

addition to increased potential access to PVE content or other social activities, such as role-

playing.  Another important note is their identification as a LGBT-friendly guild.  Many guilds 

use this important designation to welcome LGBT players or allies that might not be welcomed or 

accepted elsewhere.  While many of the informants commented on how open and supportive the 

WildStar community is, the general gaming community is not free of bigotry.  The ways in 

which the WildStar role-playing community deals with these and similar issues will be discussed 

in Section 4.4.2. 

Motivations of Role-Players.   

Another aspect of social type is motivation.  One’s reasons for roleplaying may impact 

the type of character a gamer creates and plays.  This section describes the informants’ reasons 

for role-playing in WildStar. 

First, and perhaps most importantly, having fun is a major motivation for role-playing.  

While fun may mean different things for different players, it does have an impact on character 

creation and type.  As one informant remarked: 

“[My character] is happy, because honestly, I want to be happy. She’s friendly because I 

want to be friendly.  Why should I spend my free time playing something miserable?  

That’s just not fun to me.” 

In this case, the informant’s emotional state is reinforced by the personality of their33 

character.  Being happy and making friends are sources of fun.   Helping and working with 

others is another recurring motivation.  However, this can manifest in a variety of different ways.  

For instance, one of my informant’s described their role in the guild: 

“I’m vocal in my guild.  Active, not so much.  I really try and make my ‘role’ in the game 

as a bit of a unifier.  I want to organized people and put RPers in a position to succeed.  

RPers, in my experience, can tend to be introverts.  A bit socially awkward. They have a 

                                                 

high level bosses.  Hardcore players dedicate much of their game-time to regularly raid with a guild or as a 
substitute in a guild and often have acquired more powerful gear and strategic information about the end-game PVE 
content.  The casual designation is sometimes used derogatively by hardcore players to describe new players or 
raiders that haven’t chosen to devote as much time to raiding as they have.  That said, many casual players, which 
often make up the largest player base, are simply not interested in raiding as much as other activities, such as 
exploration, questing, PVP, or role-playing, of course.  
33 Where appropriate, their will replace gendered pronouns throughout this dissertation. 
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tendency of writing characters, strugglign34  to talk to other people in game, thinking 

they’re being judged, and rage quitting” 

When asked about how she tries to work as a unifier, she replied: 

“ Well, at the bar RP I usually try and single out RPers I don’t know to bring them in. I 

play very socially active characters which helps.  I run [redacted] circles to make sure 

RPers see other active live RPers and know that the’re out there.  I advertise frequently.” 

Within WildStar, circles are in-game text chat channels used for communicating to a 

group of people at a time.  Any player can create a circle and be a member of more than one, in 

addition to being a member of a guild if one so chooses.  Circles tend to be more transient in 

nature, and do not require constant participation or membership requirements of a guild.  

Players engage the community in other ways as well.  One informant described how they 

get involved: 

“I don't lead my own guild but I'm an officer in [a guild]. I'm not too sure what my role's 

exactly in the WS RP community but I do run server-wide RP events. I ran an in-

character soup kitchen event two months ago where [my character] and his friends were 

distributing food to the poor, needy and hungry in [one of the capital cities]. I also run 

story plots to put my RP friends' characters in dangerous situations, I also play an 

antagonist over on Dominion side. I guess I see myself as a plot dungeon master, 

storyteller and event organizer. --I like providing fun and generating ideas for the RP 

community.” 

Having fun, telling stories, and getting to know and help other players were popular 

reasons for getting into role-playing.  However, there were also more practical and personal 

motivations.  As one informant explains: 

[Player]: Becoming a better writer is my big motivation to rp. I want to improve to the 

point where I can drop aspiring from asprining author. I also just find writing to be very 

fun and other rpers never cease to surprise me. Some of the stories I've seen in game are 

pretty high caliber imo. Rp is sort of a interactive novel imo. 

Role-playing is a creative and interactive process that requires a great deal of innovation, 

quick thinking, and, of course, writing.  Many of the role-players mentioned that one of their 

                                                 
34 As noted in Appendix J, statements reported in the excerpts are unedited and may contain typos.  Metadata and 
personally identifiable information were removed or omitted as needed. 
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primary hobbies was creative writing in one form or another.  In fact, a few of my interview 

informants are accomplished and published authors in their own right.   For professionals and 

novice writers alike, role-playing offers them an opportunity to further develop their skills. 

The reasons for character and story design choices that impacted in-character social types 

were a bit more complicated and subject to the social norms of the community; see Section 4.4.2 

for further discussion on this topic.   

Role-Players As They See Themselves and Their Community.   

While, as mentioned in the literature review, role-playing communities are understudied 

by academia, they are also sometimes misunderstood, misrepresented, or even chastised by non-

role-players in the larger gaming community.  This section describes the role-playing community 

from their own perspectives as another way to explore how role-players as a social type in 

relation to MMORPG players in general.   

One informant, who logs into the U.S. server from the other side of the world, provides 

an introductory assessment: 

“So far, I have very positive experiences in Wildstar RP community. Most of the RPers 

are very welcoming and inclusive, the Exiles side is abundant of RP and very active. I 

also met some of the most creative folks around here. RP is still very active despite 

complaints about the game.” 

As mentioned in Section 4.2.1, there were several issues and bugs with the game 

following its launch and during data collection.  While the game’s overall population was 

impacted by these issues, the role-playing communities, despite losses of their own, persisted and 

remained relatively active.  In my own experience with the community, I can certainly vouch for 

their openness and inclusivity, which I will describe as some of the social norms of the 

community in Section 4.4.2.   

As I described in Sections 3.3 and 4.2.1 (and will discuss in more detail in Section 5.7 

below), I was actually surprised to be allowed to participate and engage with the community 

after openly identifying as a researcher with little real role-playing experience.  Most of the 

informants seemed to share the same experiences and feelings.  As one informant described the 

community: 

[Player]: Oh, its fantastic. Best RP community in a MMORPG that I've ever been a part 

of.  
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[Player]: If I had to say one thing that I feel makes the RP community here diffrent is that 

people just seem to be more mature overall. 

[Player]: I mean there still are people who take things way to far, or wrong or whatever 

are still around but not nearly as much as I remember from other games Ive played. 

While they mentioned that issues do come up, they seem to appear less often.  The 

mature mindset appears to be reinforced by the social norms of the role-playing community in 

WildStar (see Section 4.4.2).  Another player mentioned the high level of activity and 

communication helps keep the community together:   

[Player]: Considering I tend to play in the RPG circles of the game, there is a culture here 

versus that which you'd find in a strictly combat oriented group. I've got an odd look at 

culture due to the anthropology backround but I believe the RPG communities tend to be 

a much more tight-knit group of players as we all interact so much both inside and 

outside of the game (via forums).  

This suggests that the communication and information behaviors of the community have 

benefited its cohesion and longevity as well.  These information behaviors will be discussed in 

more detail in Section 4.4.3 below.   

4.4.1.2 RQ1a:  In-Character Social Types.  In-character social types are identifiable 

and defined by a variety of factors that impact how role-players and their characters interact with 

one another.  This section will explore and describe how major role-playing themes, faction, 

race, gender, class and path, as well as personality and archetype choices impact the in-character 

social types.   

Major Role-Playing Themes.   

Exploring different types of guilds while I applied to guilds, engaged in role-playing 

events, and interviewed different role-players revealed a few major themes of role-players, their 

characters, and guilds in WildStar.  While the potential themes or stories created and lived by 

players and characters varied widely, they are limited in scope by the lore of the game and the 

social norms of the community (see Section 4.4.2).  In general there were four major themes of 

role-playing or objectives of role-players within WildStar:  establishment, adventure, social, and 

conflict.  These categories are not mutually exclusive, as many players, plots, or guilds fell into 

one or more category.  These differently themed activities can be used to identify different social 

types of their characters. 
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Establishment role-play generally manifested a story that focused on a particular location 

or establishment with a set clientele or purpose.  This type of role-play was facilitated by the 

housing feature known as sky plots within WildStar.  Players, characters, or guilds can build any 

number of things on their sky plots, which unlock and become accessible to players after they 

reach level 1435.  Some examples include bars, restaurants, strip clubs, research labs, farms, 

mazes, and even combat arenas.  Sky plots could be made public, private, or semi-private using 

blacklists or whitelists.  Some guilds created and simulated whole villages by having different 

characters create different parts or buildings within a village on their own plots and then 

whitelisting their guild-mates to be able to visit each sky plot whenever needed.  Of all the 

features that drew role-players to WildStar, housing was the most frequently mentioned.  

However, some informants commented that they think the inclusion of sky plots resulted in 

fewer open-world role-playing events and activities, but were still happy to have the option and 

that roleplaying was still happening.  In-character social types that engage in establishment role-

play often included bartenders, restaurant owners, entertainers, and government officials. 

Adventure role-play often involved open-world group activities and events.  This type of 

role-play utilized the expansive world of Nexus as a playground.  Examples of these types of 

role-playing events and activities included scientific expeditions to uncover lore, exploration of 

territories, or action-filled events such as raids on NPC encampments or hunting trips to conquer 

tough creatures.  In-character social types common in adventure role-playing included a wide 

variety of characters, such as scientists, thieves, soldiers, explorers, mercenaries, and pirates. 

Social role-play often involved low-key, informal conversational gatherings of both small 

and large groups of players.  These types of events or activities typically focused on general chit 

chat and gossip between characters or events like celebrations or memorials.  Such events are 

more accessible for casual and medium role-players and serve as opportunities for more 

seasoned players to teach newer players.  These types of events usually occur at a certain place 

and do not involve combat.  Social events lend themselves to facilitating easier cross faction role 

                                                 
35 Achieving maximum level (50 at the time of this reporting) in WildStar was not required for role-playing.  
However, many role-players would get to level 14 in order to unlock the housing feature.  Players under level 14 
could not build their own plots or visit the plots of others.  The primary benefits of reaching maximum level on a 
role-playing character’s avatar included generating more wealth, unlocking more items to decorate their housing and 
plots, increasing wardrobe options, and facilitating easier access to more areas around Nexus by unlocking more 
regions (potential story settings), faster transportation to various sites, and the ability to survive RP events in areas 
where the NPC and game-controlled enemies were stronger and potentially deadly.  
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play, assuming a character of the opposing faction does not engage in combat, on purpose or not.  

For example, one popular cross-faction event is a weekly beach party open to both the Exiles and 

the Dominion.  Communication between factions is facilitated by the use of an addon that 

unscrambles the general chat in the say channel36.  The gatherings allow for character 

development, the building of friendships and relationships between characters, as well as cultural 

knowledge exchange between factions.  In-character social types that engaged in social role-play 

activities varied widely as many role-players participated in social role-play regardless of their 

characters’ stories. 

A notable subtype of social role-play is erotic role-play (ERP).  ERP consists of explicit 

romantic, sensual, and/or sexual relations and activities between characters.  A common lament 

and frequent punchline for many role-players is the perception that most role-playing involves 

ERP when in fact that does not seem to be the case.  Given the nature of ERP and the high 

potential for complicated ethical issues, I did not engage in or observe any ERP during this 

project. 

Conflict role-play focuses on struggles between individual characters, factions, and/or 

guilds.  These struggles are not limited to the faction divide and can include disputes between 

guilds, groups of players, or even rivalries between individual characters.  Similarly, characters 

or guilds might pursue ongoing conflict with individuals or groups of NPCs (non-player 

characters); this capitalizes on the existing storyline and PVE aspects of the game.  Across 

factions, though, the conflict role-playing can involve elements of PVP, whether organized or 

not.  For example, drawing from the example above, some guilds might have a kill on sight order 

for the opposite faction and will engage another character in combat if seen in the open world.  

More structured combat across factions can also occur, but this requires exceptional OOC 

communication and coordination between both parties.  Similarly, conflict role-play at the 

smaller scale between characters requires communication and agreement between each player in 

order to facilitate a satisfying experience for both parties.  Due to the flexible nature of conflict 

role-playing, the in-character social types that engage in this type of role-playing can also vary 

                                                 
36 As with other faction based games, public chat communication across factions is scrambled.  However, the 
method used for scrambling the language can be decoded and overcome using addons so that players can understand 
the text chat from a character on the opposite faction.  
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widely, but characters, such as soldiers and mercenaries, or guilds with military or criminal 

themes seemed to be more prevalent.   

Faction as an In-Character Social Type.   

The faction divide is an obvious source of inspiration for conflict roleplay.  However, the 

common motifs of “good” and “bad” did not consistently align with one faction over another as a 

player could design their character and story however they wanted, as long as they adhered to the 

social norms discussed in Section 4.4.2 below.  Given the backgrounds of each faction (the 

Exiles as a group of rebels and refugees and the Dominion as an organization seeking to secure 

their legacy), it is easy to see how one could play a “good” or “bad” character on either side.  For 

instance, during a cross-faction event, a beach party, I spoke with a Cassian over virtual beers.  

After describing Thorstein’s current work as a researcher and past employment as a medic and 

librarian, I asked him about his plans on Nexus:37  

[Character]: smiles and hesitantly [sic] knocks his cup against Jon's, "Me?  Why I just 

recently came to Nexus....went to plenty of private schools.  Top at the academy!" 

Jon Thorstein: Congrats!  What's your plan next? 

[Character]: With the wealth my family has so given me I plan to do something they 

never have.  Share it with the rest!  Haha! 

[Character]: shakes his head grinning, "My father never did try different approaches 

heh.." 

Jon Thorstein: That's a noble thing to do, how so? 

[Character]: holds a hand to his chest dramatically, "On Cassus [the Cassian home-

world], things are very subtle very intricate. On Nexus, it is very much different!  If 

only others could see so.." 

Jon Thorstein: listens intently. 

[Character]: smiles more, "Yes not many Cassians as yourself back home.  Not many 

are seem so learned.  Galen38 teaches that true knowledge comes from experience 

tempered with insight!" 

[Character]: [Character] claps his hands. 

                                                 
37 Readers may want to revisit Appendix J to review the key for understanding the RP excerpts. 
38 Galen is the Scion of Knowledge, one of the six children of Dominus, a half-Eldan, half-Cassian, and the first 
emperor of the Dominion.  The Scions are often revered as major historical figures, such as saints or philosophers.  
For more information, please see:  http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/game/loremageddon/cassian/  
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Jon Thorstein: nod, "Yes, learning by doing, through experience, travel, introspection, 

and emapthy are paths to true knowledge." 

[Character]: tips back the rest of his cup, finishing it.  "Ah so you do know!  You are 

one fascinating Cassian.  Learned and with true expereience!" He thrusts his hand out 

abruptly.  "[Character’s nickname], if you will." 

[Player (OOC)]: ((or did we introduce...agh I forget)) 

Jon Thorstein: extends his hand.  "Call me Jon." 

[Character]: shakes the hand, "Jon it is then, such a fortunate meeting." 

Jon Thorstein: Nice meeting you as well.  I wish you the best of luck in your journey. 

[Character]: frowns a little, "Yes we all must walk our own path.  Maybe we shall meet 

again Jon?" 

Jon Thorstein: Indeed, we may!  Hopefully on the beach sharing a beer rather than on a 

battle field. 

Jon Thorstein: You laugh. 

[Character]: Surely not! 

[Character]: [Character] shakes his head. No! 

Jon Thorstein: Glad to hear. 

Jon Thorstein: smiles. 

[Character]: smiles to Jon, "Scions bless your journey." He smiles once more.  "It is 

time to for me to take my leave.  Til again." 

 [Character]: [Character] bows. 

Jon Thorstein: You nod your head. 

Jon Thorstein: You bow. 

Jon Thorstein: Until next time, [Character’s nickname]. 

While this character is a Dominion Cassian, his goal, spreading his wealth to those less 

fortunate, is a worthy and good one and, at face value, contradictory with both the Dominion’s 

and his own family’s wishes.  However, there is some contention in the air between the 

Character and me; notice how he referred to me as a Cassian rather than an Exile human.  Before 

our conversation started, he spoke with one of the hosts of the party about the other guests in 

attendance: 
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[Character]: raises an eyebrow at the loud scanbot but regards [the Host] calmly.  "I 

am [Character] or [Character’s nickname] if you'd like." He puts a fist to his mouth 

and coughs, "Say are those Aurin?" 

[Host]: Pleasure to meet you [Character 1]! Indeed, this is a beach party with both 

Dominion and Exile present. It is fascinating! 

[Character 1]: looks to the two Aurin and "Cassian."  "I see...quite fascinating indeed.  

Have you been here before?" 

While Dominion Cassians and Exile Humans look the same, they differ ideologically and 

biologically.  So in one sense, it might just mean that this pause on the part of the character is 

simply an expression of uncertainty.  However, it could also be interpreted as a passive 

aggressive comment, tinged by the Dominion’s reluctance to acknowledge or respect the Exile 

Humans as a group at all.  Similarly, before getting into our conversation, the Character raised a 

toast and cheered, “For the Dominion!” He followed this with a sheepish apology of sorts: 

[Character]: looks to Jon, "No offense heh." 

Jon Thorstein: shurgs, "None taken." 

While this Cassian has seemingly good intentions and aspirations, the Dominion’s 

ideology lingers in their thoughts and actions.  This is a subtle example of how social types are 

perceived by other characters as well as the players behind them.  Other players explore faction 

relations in other ways.  For example, one female Draken recounted a story about her hunting 

down a male Aurin with mixed results:   

[Character]: Oooh, yeah! There was also this Aurin that I hunted over a couple of days in 

Wintervale! Weird fella'; could swear he had the hots for me, which is... I mean... ew. 

Jonti Thort: laughs, "Who was hunting who?" 

[Character]: Well, I was hunting him. It was a complicated plan, but it made sense at the 

time. But he wasn't cooperating! Instead of running for his life he was hunkering down and 

singing me poems, which took all the fun out of everything. 

While she eventually gave him the slip, this is another example of somewhat less 

confrontational conflict roleplay.  That said, there are characters that take the war between 

factions very seriously.  In the following conversation, I asked a hardline marauder about their 

plans on Nexus: 

[Character]: We stay until the Dominions are dead. 
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[Character]: Once they're gone from Nexus we move on to wherever there is profit to be 

made. 

[Character]: takes another sip of his coffee. 

Jon Thorstein: nods and scribbles in his notepad. 

Jon Thorstein: Well I hope that comes sooner rather than later. 

[Character]: Mm... I could disagree. 

Jon Thorstein: Would you rather spend more time here? 

[Character]: I'm lookin' at it from a standpoint of making a profit. 

[Character]: War time is the best time for profit. Someone always needs an extra hand. 

Jon Thorstein: Ah, that makes sense. 

Jon Thorstein: Why leave when the gettin's good? 

[Character]: As of right now its the Exiles... and lucky for them I have a bit of a sore spot 

for the Dominion. 

[Character]: nods. 

Jon Thorstein: Sounds like a win-win.  And the Dominion are stubborn enough to be 

around for awhile.  Let's hope we don't get vaporized by Eldan tech before then. 

[Character]: Mm. 

Jon Thorstein: Well that about does it for me, anything you wanted to add?  Any 

questions for me? 

[Character]: When do I get my pay? 

Jon Thorstein: Straight to the point, I like that. 

[Character]: Have to be. 

While an Exile themselves, this character was determined to play the faction conflict to 

their own benefit, and, as you can see from the conversation above, it seemed like business was 

doing quite well.  There are a variety of ways faction can impact the social type of characters and 

their stories. 

Race as an In-Character Social Type.   

However, while the race of the avatar a character plays also conveys information about 

the character’s personality or attitudes, it may or may not be consistent with the character’s story 

as determined by the player behind them.  For instance, I created one character on each side of 

the faction divide on the server I was on to be more available and accessible for interviews with 
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role-players and to be able to make observations of and participate in faction-specific role-

playing activities and events.  While I used the same backstory and approached both characters 

as having the same personality, the way my characters were perceived varied based on the race. 

For example, my Dominion character (known as Jonti Thort) was a Chua, a race described in the 

official WildStar information as “Tiny. Brilliant. Psychotic. Nearly as brilliant as they are 

sociopathic, the Chua are mischievous inventors who develop advanced weapons and technology 

for the Dominion. Science has never been more fun – or agonizing” (NCsoft Corp, n.d.).   Given 

the Chua’s described natural propensity for science, my character, who is essentially a travelling 

librarian turned social scientist, was a Chua on the Dominion side.  I played this Dominion 

character as decidedly less sociopathic as the official descriptions suggest.  Rather than 

sociopathic, my Dominion character was slightly more sarcastic in demeanor than its counterpart 

on the Exiles side.  My choice of character race impacted the perceptions of the informant’s 

characters during in-character interviews.  This influence can be seen in the following example, 

which is the opening of the in-character interview with a female Draken character:  

Jonti Thort: Hello! Might ye be [Informant’s Character’s name]? 

[Character]: I might! Or might not! It's all quantum states, but let's say I am and be 

deterministic! 

Jonti Thort: Works for me!  Thanks for agreeing to this interview! Should be relatively 

painless. 

Jonti Thort: You smile at [Character]. 

 [Character]: eyes you suspiciously. "Hmmm... I've learned that Chua and 'relatively 

painless' means something different..." 

[Character]: [Character] laughs at you. 

Jonti Thort: chuckles.  "Fair enough!  Alright, so what brings you to this rock?"  

[Character]: Nexus? Well... there's the normal spiel of adventure! Discovery! Or 

challenge of the hunt and stuff. But then I'd be lying. *winks* 

Playing with, challenging, and sometimes reinforcing stereotypical perceptions of a 

character’s race was a common occurrence.  For example, after the (re)discovery of the long lost 

and legendary world of Nexus, alien races from all over the universe converged on the planet to 

uncover the secrets, artifacts, and technology of the ancient and incredibly powerful race known 

as the Eldan.  Many of the new denizens of Nexus are interacting with different races for the first 
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time, even within the same faction.  Many of the characters’ initial interactions with other alien 

races are based on this situation of apparent ignorance.  For example, here is a piece of a longer 

conversation following a public role-playing event on the Exiles side of the server between the 

event’s host and one of the audience members: 

[Character 1]: An intresting adventure. For once I was not the tallest greenist thing 

around.  

[Character 2]: chuckles, nodding at the mordesh woman. 

[Character 2]: Eh, you're not even greener than [Character 3].  Though I'd have to see you 

side by side to answer the height thing. 

[Character 2]: Do most...I don't mean an insult, but do folks know each other from 

Grismara? 

[Character 1]: Oh no. Grismara had a large population. I don't think I could ever 

remember billions of faces.  

 [Character 2]: Like would you know her maybe?  Or is that like thinkin' all Cassians 

know each other? 

[Character 2]: Right.  I just - well with the escape and all, guess I don't really know much 

about how all that worked. 

[Character 1]: Had to be small groups to get past the blockade. So it was more like a 

family here and there, rather than an entire town.  

[Character 2]: Ah, that makes sense. 

[Character 1]: Large towns were the most dangerious, and clamped down, so the hardest 

part was getting out of the city, then off Grismara.  

 [Character 2]: chews on her lip, nodding thoughtfully. 

[Character 2]: I cant  even imagine how difficult that must have been. 

[Character 1]: It is more simple than you might think. The instinct to survive is strong. 

Live now, grieve later. 

Character 2 asks Character 1, a Mordesh woman, whether she knows Character 3 because 

Characters 1 and 3 happen to both be of the same race.  In the real world, this sort of exchange 

could be considered racist.  However, as seen in the excerpt above, it leads into a discussion of 

Character 1’s culture and experiences as a Mordesh fleeing Grismara, the Mordesh homeworld 

which was fled after a disease known as the Contagion decimated the Mordesh population and 
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still infects them all.  Interestingly, Character 3 is another character created by the Player behind 

2, so such information would be already known by them assuming they created their character 

with care.  However, Character 2 is a Human Exile and has a different experience and story 

altogether, and may not know, while in-character, the background details of the Mordesh’s 

plight.   

Characters 1 and 2 seemingly smooth things over through the conversation as they talk 

about their family and share food, things that transcend race.  As the conversation progresses, 

Character 1 offers a black, anise-flavored muffin to Character 2, which was traditionally 

prepared by Character 1’s sister.  Character 2 is a bit hesitant at first, but admits that she likes it 

after trying a bite.  Character 2 is moved to mention that she, too, has a sister, but has no idea 

where she is or whether she is even alive after getting separated upon arrival to Nexus:  

 [Character 1]: fishes another muffin from her pouch. "Save this one for her."  

 [Character 2]: You do know it'll be stale before I likely find her? 

 [Character 2]: chuckles, but carefully takes the muffin and wraps it up gently. 

[Character 1]: Stale or not, it's something you can hold onto. 

Empathetic exchanges and the sharing of cultural information seemed to help players 

progress with their role-playing opportunities while their characters learned more about each 

other.  Other players challenged preconceptions of their character’s identities in other ways.  For 

example, the accents, dialects, and vernacular language across the races can vary widely.  Some 

players choose to use them and others did not for a variety of reasons.  A player recounts their 

background for their Aurin character’s language use: 

[Player]: Anything else you'd care for me to expound upon?  ... maybe my non-Aurin-

sounding vocabulary? 

[Player]: Sure.  When I'm speaking with people, at 'full tilt', I tend not to limit my 

vocabulary too well.  Aurin, on the other hand, have a limited technical knowhow, and 

favor nature-based responses, and vernacular. 

[Player]: SO for [my character]’s background, I had him spend a portion of the time on 

the Arkship awake, working with gruff engineers doing some damage control, making 

use of his small size. 

Jon Thorstein: I have noticed that in my IC interviews. 

[Player]: When he got to Nexus, he'd been used to the Human values and speaking, so the 
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'hippy' view and super-social Aurin were almost alien to him. 

[Player]: Getting back to his people, and socializing, became a core motivation for him 

early on. 

[Player]: And so, as they'd say, the seed was planted. 

[Player]: He still talks 'human' mostly, but is learning the values and mannerisms of his 

people.  Kind of a species ambassador. 

For this player, their character’s speech means a great deal to their role in the community 

and the ways they interacted with and were perceived by other players and their characters.  

Their reasons for their character’s speech and language (spending a lot of time with humans on 

the Arkship) are also possible within the lore and story of the game39.  That said, some players 

put a great deal of effort to be authentic in other ways.  As a sort of counter-example to the 

approach the player above took, consider the following excerpt from another in-character 

interview with an Aurin who used a more traditional accent: 

Jon Thorstein: Hello! Might you be [Character]? 

[Character]: looks up from her tea and smiles brightly "Yepsh 's mes..." pausing "Ohs, 

yer th' ones wif th' flyers up 'round towns wantin' to knows stuffs...um...Thorstien! 

Rights?" 

Jon Thorstein: Indeed, I am Jon Thorstein!  Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, I 

truly appreciate it! 

[Character]: smiled a little "Ohs, dun thinks nuffins 'f its...figgered I might as wells helps 

outs. 'sides went t' a science gatherin' this week too! Was interestins, figgereds this would 

b' too!" 

This player took the extra step to make their character’s text chat pop from the screen and 

“sound” like an Aurin’s accent should sound; which, in turn, provides additional information 

about the character, their race, and their story.  Additionally, this character’s interest in science 

pokes at stereotypes about the Aurin’s aforementioned lack of technical knowledge.   

Given the setting and premise of WildStar, race relations, good or bad, between all of 

those converging on Nexus also serves as an inspiration for character design and role-playing 

activities.  One player put it bluntly: 

                                                 
39 The Aurin escaped from their destroyed homework, Arboria, on Exile Arkships.  For more information, see the 
WildStar story timeline:  http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/stories/.  
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[Player]: I want people to be freet o do what they want 

[Player]: But there's a tricky thing in RPing where like 

[Player]: You have to sometimesa ct our regressive attitudes/thoughts. 

[Player]: My characters are racist. 

[Player]: I know racism is wrong, but it's authentic that they are. 

Jonti Thort: Right, in accordance to lore and the character you are playing 

Jonti Thort: I have seen that a lot, too. 

[Player]: I feel like some peoplem ake the mistake of wanting to RP a morally upre 

person rather than a realistic one. 

While this will be come up again in the Social Norms and Boundaries sections (4.4.2 and 

4.4.5), later on, this example points out the complicated and complex nature of role-playing.  

Despite acknowledging and stating that racism is wrong, some players create racist characters.  

Given the setting and plot of the game, it is not unsurprising that issues with racism and 

prejudice are common.  However, as seen in the examples above, many players use these issues 

as plot devices that can actually lead to a better understanding and acceptance between characters 

of different races.  Out-of-character, the community is one that cherishes inclusivity and 

diversity, so it may seem to be counterintuitive that their in-character personas might have such 

flaws.  However, even though role-players operate in a fictional universe, they privilege realistic 

portrayals of characters with flaws of their own. 

Gender as an In-Character Social Type.   

In combination with faction and race, gender also plays a role in the ways in which other 

characters and players perceive and interact with each other, and, consequently, how social types 

are defined by these attributes.  As mentioned above, this study is not intended to describe the 

entire role-playing community within WildStar, let alone the WildStar community as a whole.  

As one informant remarked:   

“I went female Aurin because they were the only race/gender combination that defaulted 

smiled.” 

When asked about why they chose their character’s gender and race, they added: 

“The same thing that’s drawn all humans to it for thousands of years?  I don’t think it’s 

an accident that female aurin are the most played gender/race.  I don’t like playing 
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grumpy characters, serious characters, intense characters.  A lot of people want to play 

tough characters and show how tough they are.” 

The outward appearance of characters, their features, look, gender, and race can convey 

information about the personality or background of the player as well as information to be used 

during a role-playing activity, both aspects of a character’s social type.  Consider the following 

exchange at a public role playing event: 

[Character 1]: Were these predators native to Nexus, or were they used by  he Eldan 

before coming here?  

[Character 2]: looks thoughtful as he takes a few notes down 

[Character 3]: shrugs and looks at the mordesh woman. 

[Character 3]: Wish I could say, but I don't know.  Anyone else know? 

[Character 4]: [Character 4] bows to [Character 5]. 

[Character 4]: Hello [nickname of Character 5] 

[Character 5]: [Character 6] did yer brother find all his clothes ok? 

Jon Thorstein: No, but that is a good question. 

In this case, race and gender are used by Character 3 to designate the target of her 

response (Character 1) in order to make sure the question’s asker was properly addressed.  

During an event with around 20 in attendance, identifying a character by race or gender may be 

easier than trying to respond to an individual’s name, particularly in a crowded chat log with 

multiple simultaneous conversations going on, as can be seen above.  Navigating through multi-

threaded conversations during a role-playing event is very common.  As seen in the example 

above, Characters 4, 5, and 6 begin their conversation as they arrive to the event in the “Say” and 

“Emote” channels while I continued the conversation with Characters 1 and 3.  This information 

will be discussed in more detail in Section 4.3.3. 

Additionally, the ways in which gender is presented and portrayed by the role-players has 

an impact on in-character social types as well.  For instance, one male player I interviewed felt 

uncomfortable with the way that some men role-play female characters: 

[Player]: Some men who play women are sexist, in my view 

[Player]: Because the character they play is an insult to women 

[Player]: They'll play an unintelligent female character because they themselves view 

owmen as less intelligent than men 
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[Player]: It's subtle, but it sucks. 

He went on to say that while he didn’t mind that role-players had characters of a different 

gender than their own, as long as they did so in a respectful way.  This player also felt concerned 

and worried about his partner, who also plays WildStar, because that sort of behavior upset her 

and dealing with sexist behavior and harassment was not uncommon, although it was far less 

tolerated in the role-playing community.  It should be noted that #GamerGate, an online hate 

campaign that continues to harass women (in particular) and minorities who play, develop, and 

review games, began during data collection for this project (Chess & Shaw, 2015).  This impact 

of this on the role-playing community will be discussed further in Sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.5.     

Class & Path as In-Character Social Types. 

As described in Section 4.3, in addition to faction, race, and gender, players must also 

choose a class and path for the character or avatar.   Class and path are both mechanical choices 

in the sense that they impact the ways in which a player virtually interacts with the game world.  

However, given the flexible and personalized nature of role-playing, these mechanical roles may 

or may not be an important part of a character’s social type or their story.  For example, this is 

the precise topic of conversation between a self-identified new role-player (Player 1) and a more 

seasoned one (Player 2) in a circle dedicated to helping new role-players.  The more seasoned 

role-player offered to run a low pressure, new role-player-friendly event for practice and a self-

identified role-playing “noob” expressed their interest in joining: 

[Player 1]: Agreed. I see your character's path is scientist. Does that translate to his/her 

personality? 

[Player 2]: i actually made this character pre decision to rp, the abilities do correlate a 

little bit to the occupation 

[Player 1]: Well, your class/path could be part of your character, or could just be things 

you've chosen for mechanical reasons that have no bearing on your character. 

[Player 2]: for my main char though, (explorer) is definitely tied to personality 

[Player 1]: I brought it up because if s/he is a scientist in character s/he might be 

interested [sic] in visiting [Player 1’s Character's] public lab. 

[Player 1]: We could set up a scene using that as a starting point. 

[Player 2]: i actually have the personality and backstory of this one set up to some degree 

[Player 1]: Oh yeah? Tell me about it. We can switch to whisper if you'd rather. 
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[Player 2]: just a sec, setting something up 

In the conversation above, which moves to a private whisper channel between the players 

at the end, Player 2 suggests that one’s choice of class or path can be useful in crafting a 

character and their story by offering the example that one of their own character’s path is that of 

a scientist and that they even created a lab on their housing plot to advance their story as a 

scientist.  As mentioned in Section 4.3, a player must select a path during the creation of their 

avatar or character and are unable to change this later.  However, players can create several 

avatars and characters and create unique stories for each of them.  Of course, depending on the 

story and character a player wishes to design and enact, their path and class may have a little or 

large impact on their role-playing.  In the example above, the new role-player admits that their 

path was chosen prior to the interest and engagement in role-playing with that particular 

character.  This of course, is okay, as role-playing need not be based on class or path.  However, 

for others these choices can be a source of inspiration for their characters and these paths and 

classes can be recognized by other players and their characters as distinct in-character social 

types.  For example, during a public role-playing event, the expedition leader, while in-character, 

in a passing comment pointed out an artifact during the expedition so that scientists could use 

their scanbots to collect information from it:   

[Expedition Leader]: If you're a scientist, you can scan that large brazier to our right. 

Another example comes through my own experience designing and playing my 

characters.  My characters on both factions were crafted with the intention to be flexible in 

purpose as well as provide a feasible background or rationale for why my character would be 

interested in learning more about the peoples and cultures converging on Nexus.   My backstory 

for both Jon Thorstein (Exile, Human, Medic, and Scientist) and Jonti Thort (Dominion, Chua, 

Spellslinger, and Explorer) was that of a traveling librarian and social scientist with experience 

as a healer.  Both the Medic and Spellslinger classes are able to heal other players; I chose these 

as a class so that I could engage in adventure or conflict role-play as a healer—which enabled 

me, quite literally, to only be able to help other players rather than potentially damage their 

characters.  However, while being interviewed in-character by the leader of the guild I initially 

joined (which as mentioned above, went into permanent hiatus shortly after data collection 

began) as part of the guild’s application process, my character’s class and profession was called 

into question.  This particular guild, whose primary objectives were organized crime and running 
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an entertainment establishment (which served as a front to the aforementioned activities) was 

unsure about how a rogue information professional and scientist might be useful to them.  I was 

able to successfully convince the leader’s character that my information seeking skills would be 

useful for obtaining intel for future heists, my past tinkering as a scientist with loftite40 would 

help lighten their load, and my character’s skills as a medic would help out in any potentially 

tricky situations.  The class, path, and profession of my character, like many others, has variable 

usefulness in determining social type in role-playing. 

Personality, Archetype, and Other Traits as In-Character Social Types.   

As in real life, one’s personality or traits can be recognized or referred to as a particular 

social type, such as introvert, extrovert, “good guy,” etc.  Interestingly, during the out-of-

character interviews, most of the players stated that their character’s personality and story were 

very different than their own personalities or backgrounds.  This emergent theme will be more 

appropriately discussed in the Social Norms and Boundaries sections later on (4.4.2 and 4.4.5).  

However, the following example captures why there might be differences or disconnects 

between a player’s and their characters’ personalities: 

[Player]: say I play a 'bad guy' role a lot, or at least someone that can't and shouldn't be 

trusted. That's actually one thing I really like about RP is that it gives me a chance to kind 

of shed the cloak of everyday politeness and really start to play with other people's 

reactions. It feels like a big sandbox where I can test out different parts of my personality, 

magnify them, shrink them, and see how it ripples out. 

Jonti Thort: Very cool!  Do you fill that role with just [the player’s character I had just 

interviewed], or do you take the same approach with other characters as well? 

[Player]: I definitely gravitate toward morally grey characters, but I do have another 

character that is a bit less sinister that I've recently fleshed out. 

[Player]: I have a lot of trouble playing 'paladins', so to speak. 

Jonti Thort: I think the grey area is more realistic :) 

[Player]: Yeah, exactly. The ones who aren't tend to come across as caricatures. 

This player used role-playing as a way to explore different parts of their own personality, 

but also to try out different attitudes and themes as well.  Again, to foreshadow the coming 

                                                 
40 Loftite is a unique crystalline mineral found on Nexus that causes objects near or imbued with it to have decreased 
localized gravity levels.  More information can be found here:  http://wildstar.gamepedia.com/Loftite  
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sections a bit, most role-players spend time creating relatively realistic characters; characters that 

are that are too good, as the above reference to a “paladin41” suggests, or too evil are not as 

accurate or interesting to role-play with. 

4.4.1.3 RQ1a:  Social Types Summary.  Social types play a critical role in role-playing.  

A variety of factors impact the ways in which players and characters view and interact with other 

players both in- and out-of-character.  Some aspects of social types are more important for role-

playing than others; some are fixed (such as faction, race, and gender), and others (such as class 

and path) are more variable.  While each factor of social type carries socially defined 

preconceptions or stereotypes of what it means to be an example or member of a particular social 

type, role-playing allows players to pick and choose which social types they portray.  However, 

these choices as well as the interactions between players and characters are based on and 

enforced by the social norms of the role-playing community.   

4.4.2 RQ1b:  Social Norms of Role-Players in WildStar 

Social norms refer to the generally agreed upon, but not always stated, acceptable forms 

of observable behavior (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  Within the role-playing community in 

WildStar, social norms are rules used to facilitate engaging role-playing and to maintain a safe 

and productive environment for all of those involved. Some of these rules are specifically stated 

by a guild or community website, but most are remnants of guidelines that have been carried 

throughout the role-playing community at large from game to game or from community to 

community. 

Rules for role-playing are generally stated as part of a particular guild’s code of conduct 

or set of rules posted on a community website or forum.  Many of the role-playing guilds within 

WildStar are based around a particular theme or objective, such as running a bar or restaurant or 

running protection for their faction or conducting research.  A new player applying to a role-

playing guild usually needs to read and acknowledge the stated rules as part of the application 

process.  Application processes vary from one guild to the next, but they generally served as an 

attempt to assess the degree of “fit” of the applicant in light of the guild’s rules, themes, or 

objectives.  An applicant may need to justify both how and why they think their character might 

work well in the storyline or theme of a guild.  For instance, one of the initial questions for the 

                                                 
41 In this sense, being labelled as a paladin is similar to being identified as a hero’s hero, an idealistic and pure 
character without flaws. 
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researcher’s application was:  “Did you read and do you agree to abide by our Rules and 

Policy?” To which I answered, “Yes, very thorough!” since this particular guild has a website 

with several pages devoted to the rules enforced by and themes important to the guild.  Given the 

particular themes of the guild, the application also asked applicants whether or not they would be 

comfortable with “R-rated” content (such as violent situations, sexual content, harsh language, 

etc.) since it would be considered normal for such things to occur during the role-playing 

activities of this guild.  Naturally, the researcher responded with, “Yes, that’s fine—I’m a 

librarian by training, so I’m generally against censorship of all kinds.  R-rated content is no issue 

with me personally.” 

It is important to note that these social norms are rules that are determined and sometimes 

posted by individual guilds or community websites for maintaining their own communities and 

are not the legal conditions and terms of use designated by Carbine Studios and WildStar itself42.  

The social norms discussed within this section are the set of largely informal rules that the 

players both abide by and enforce within the role-playing community with WildStar.  Social 

norms impact role-playing activities and role-players’ behaviors across three interrelated major 

categories:  character social norms, rules that impact character design; information social norms, 

rules that influence information use during role-playing; and community social norms, guidelines 

for acceptable treatment of other role-players.  Similarly, role-players follow a set of informal 

rules in preparing for and engaging in role-playing activities.   

4.4.2.1 RQ1b:  Character Social Norms.  Character social norms are rules that impact 

the design of characters and their stories.  Character social norms may have a regulatory 

influence on in-character social types and their interactions.  These social norms came up 

frequently in my interviews with role-players, specifically when I asked my informants to share 

some of their best practices and top annoyances of roleplaying as well as how much of 

themselves they put or could see in their characters. This resulted in two related social norms that 

impact character design:  certain character archetypes should be avoided and there should be 

some distance between the player and their character.    

 

                                                 
42 As with most online services, players must “read” and agree to the terms set by Carbine in order to play WildStar.  
These terms include policies regarding naming, privacy, rules and codes of conduct, user agreements, intellectual 
property, as well as the outcomes for violating said policies, among other legal fodder.  Carbine’s legal 
documentation can be found here:  https://www.wildstar-online.com/en/legal/  
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No perfect people allowed.   

Readers with any experience with creative writing, particularly with fan fiction, 

understand that some character types are difficult to write, to read about, and to interact with.  

The same goes in the role-playing community.  Extreme characters that are ultra-powerful, 

without weakness, too evil, or even those that are too good, too righteous, or too helpful are 

considered annoying at best and disruptive and threatening at worst during role-playing.  

However, these character archetypes are often the creations of those new to role-playing.   As a 

more experienced player lamented:  “Many of us, the older players who've spend multiple years 

gaming both online and in reality do have a set of rules- We always ask before doing something 

and tend to avoid others who break the unspoken rules. Such as 'God-Moders', the 'Special 

Snowflakes' and "Mr. Fix-it-all" types.” 

“God-Moders” or “God-Modders” are characters designed to have unfathomable power, 

making their characters impervious to any weaknesses or maladies.  Particularly in conflict role-

playing, a character that somehow miraculously diverts or escapes all attacks would not be fair to 

“fight” against or fun for the other players as well as their characters involved, who are likely to 

fall as easy victims to such a foe.  Characters that are perfect in most conceivable ways are often 

referred to as “Special Snowflakes” or “Mary-Sues.” These types of characters are idealistic to a 

fault and consummate overachievers; while they might lack god-like abilities, their other 

attributes, such as intelligence or piety, are often used in similar ways to handle problems.  

Similarly, the “Fix-it-all” archetype can also be intrusive and disruptive.  These sorts of 

characters may feel compelled to intercede on behalf of other characters or players, potentially 

interfering with or injecting themselves into the role-playing stories of other players.  

Additionally, they sometimes may have access to external information as a character that they 

might not logically have otherwise known in order to overcome a problem.  This break between 

in-character and out-of-character information will be discussed in the next section in more detail.   

These problematic character archetypes and designs all exploit power dynamics in role-

playing in some way.  Another informant warned: 

[Player]: Oh yeah, creating mary sues is also a RP stigma. As for what will happen when 

someone breaks one of these rules, it'll be really one complicated drama to diffuse. For 

example, if someone godmods or powerplay their characters, using as means to trample 

on other RPers' characters, it'll not be fun for others and downplaying their characters 
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without any regard to the players' consent. Which is very disrespectful. 

Disrespecting other players and their characters as well as honoring consent among 

players during role-playing are major issues, so much so that I will be discussing them further in 

Section 4.4.2.3 as community social norms.  However, it should be noted these types of 

characters are not always created and played with the intent to cause issues.  As another 

informant continued: 

[Player]: While most of those types aren't  bad- they tend to be [very] new and not 

exactly open to learning the rules right away. So I believe many older players will often 

avoid them to remove the fustration of always having to adapt to suit someone else.  

Many of these lapses in character design are often due to inexperience rather than done 

purposively to annoy or attack other characters or players.  However, as the informant 

mentioned, some new role-players may not be particularly receptive to feedback or critique on 

characters that embody these archetypes.  Avoiding these types of players and character designs 

is not uncommon when attempts to encourage players, new or otherwise, to not create them are 

unsuccessful.  Section 4.4.2.4 will discuss how these norms are enforced in more detail.   

More experienced role-players build in mechanisms or various idiosyncrasies into the 

personalities and backgrounds of their characters to avoid such issues.  For example, one player 

explains that their character’s background also entails some factors that influence the ways in 

which they interact with and understand other characters and their experiences on Nexus:  

[Player]: I have an uneducated character who is low status societally, so she's obviously 

not going to be nuanced when it comes to treating those kinds of societal issues 

academically. 

Even though role-playing in WildStar occurs at within a virtual and fictional world, 

players encourage and prefer realistic characters and plausible stories.  In this vein, many role-

players choose to play morally grey characters, meaning they are not purely “good” or “evil,” but 

more of a mix of positive and negative aspects like most people.  Recalling an example from 

Section 4.4.1.2, this may entail characters with negative and destructive beliefs such as sexism or 

racism even though the players behind them do not approve of them. Another player from a 

different example from Section 4.4.1.2 also mentioned their preference for morally grey 

characters.  Morally grey characters allow for additional flexibility, depth, and realism in role-

playing.  That said, this does not mean that there is a one-to-one correlation or mirroring between 
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the personalities of players and their characters.  The reasons for this are discussed in the next 

section. 

Cognitive dissonance.   

Many of my informants warned me that being too similar to your character can create a 

variety of problems during role-playing.  Admittedly, my own characters, both designed to be 

researchers and librarians, are guilty of this since I happen to be both of those things.  As it were, 

though, it happened to be a sensible explanatory background for my characters who were 

conducting research interviews with new citizens and recording their adventures across Nexus.  

However, for some role-players, this likeness between a character and themselves in personality, 

profession, belief system, etc. can create a sensitive bond between the two which can turn into a 

critical issue when one of those aspects is criticized, exaggerated, or called into question.  When 

this happens, a player that is too close to their character may take this as a personal attack rather 

than an offhand comment between characters or a simple plot device during role-playing.  The 

reactions to this can vary from having feelings hurt, losing interest in role-playing, getting angry 

and retaliating both in-character and out-of-character, losing friends, getting kicked out of a 

guild, or even just quitting the game.  As one informant laments this issue and describes their 

approach to avoid it: 

[Player]: Likewise for crossing OOC/IC, urgghh D8 it gets really bad if people use 

passive-aggression OOCly to channel into their characters' actions to ruin everyone else's 

fun. 

Jon Thorstein: Does it happen very often? 

[Player]: In my personal experience, it happens in every MMO community sadly. 

Sometimes people can't help to put themselves into their characters and get emotionally-

invested into it. Which is understandable, it's human nature to empathize. But it gets very 

frustrating when people use it as a mean to hurt other roleplayers and channel passive-

aggression. It's quite prevalent but what we can do as good RPers is to try to detach 

ourselves from our characters as much as we can and see   

[Player]: our own characters as literary tools rather than an extension of ourselves. Like a 

writer or an actor. 

Here, blurring the lines between in-character and out-of-character means being too close 

or similar to your character, which can result in misunderstanding and confrontations.  
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Borrowing cues from literature, cinema, and theatre, some role-players see their characters as an 

external device rather than an internal reflection of themselves.  However, separating yourself 

completely from your characters can be a challenge.  As one informant describes: 

“[Player]: There's always a part of you in your characters. Anyone who says otherwise is 

fooling themselves. Take Stephen King43, he's obviously not a murderer, but do you 

notice how often his central character is a novelist or that his stories are all set in Maine? 

It's because it's familiar. Obviouslly a character can't be all you or you go down a slippery 

slope.- 

[Player]: For me, I tend to inject one part of my personality into a character and grow 

them from there. Like maybe the character likes sports or they are very curious, etc. I 

think you need something that you the player can connect to or the character will fall flat. 

This even encompasses villains that have morals that you would never agree with. There 

should be something you can pull from experience on.” 

Rather than remove all ties between a player’s personality and their character’s, some 

role-players more willingly allow for exploration of different personalities or the expansion of 

existing traits in order to stay engaged and interested in their characters..  This may mean that 

some characters exhibit personalities and opinions that the players themselves might find 

unsavory.  This is particularly true for players that create antagonistic or troublesome characters.  

For example:  

[Player]: say I play a 'bad guy' role a lot, or at least someone that can't and shouldn't be 

trusted. That's actually one thing I really like about RP is that it gives me a chance to kind 

of shed the cloak of everyday politeness and really start to play with other people's 

reactions. It feels like a big sandbox where I can test out different parts of my personality, 

magnify them, shrink them, and see how it ripples out. 

While the player above is not a “bad guy” (and was quite pleasant during the out-of-

character interview), they choose to play a character that is a bit rough around the edges.  Quite 

frequently during my interviews, the experience was quite different when conversing and 

interacting with the player and their in-character persona.  By interacting with other characters, a 

player can get a sense of what works and what doesn’t based on their reactions and responses.  

                                                 
43 Stephen King is an American writer who publishes fiction in the horror genre. 
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Similarly, another player mentions that this experimentation can also be interesting for exploring 

diverse backgrounds: 

“[Player]: I've also drawn on real-world issues like racism to help inform how my 

character might treat the other races/species of Nexus in a realistic way. Because really, 

Nexus is rife for race/class exploration :)” 

As this informant mentioned, and as discussed in Section 4.3, Nexus serves as a point of 

convergence for diverse individuals and communities seeking a home, knowledge, fortune, or 

power.  This, of course, is not unlike our own experiences on Earth, for better or worse.  

Similarly, role-players do not shirk away from important issues.  One player commented on this 

during an interview:    

“[Player]: I try to be realistic, even when it's unflattering 

Jonti Thort: Well the truth isn't always flattering, I think this is fascinating! 

[Player]: Absolutely! And it leaves so much room for growth and events that lead to 

learning. 

[Player]: Or even getting worse, as it were 

Jonti Thort: I agree, much better to engage rather than shy away from it! 

[Player]: Bingo. Being in a completely new world with new societal standards makes the 

tough issues really interesting to consider in context. 

Jonti Thort: Definitely! With the various cultures clashing on Nexus, it is very much like 

a social experiment. 

[Player]: Which is pretty awesome canonically, considering all of Nexus is one giant 

experiment to the Eldan :D 

Jonti Thort: Kind of a blank slate. 

Jonti Thort: Right! 

[Player]: Also I have no clue if canonically is a word, but it sounds nice :D” 

This example also demonstrates how players incorporate and leverage lore in meaningful 

ways into their characters and their interactions with others.  Implications for role-playing as a 

tool for learning about, exploring and addressing social justice issues, such as racism and sexism, 

will be discussed in Section 5.5.   

4.4.2.2 RQ1b:  Information Social Norms.  Information social norms are those that 

determine what information is used for role-playing as well as how it is used.  Intuitively, 
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information social norms are linked with normative information behaviors.  When asked to 

describe the rules of their community, informants frequently referred to and discussed 

appropriate ways of using information.  Given this recurring distinction and interpretation, the 

rules and guidelines associated with using information as created and enforced by the community 

are described in this section rather than in Section 4.4.3.  However, any actions associated with 

the observance and adherence to the information social norms described in this section can also 

be considered normative information behaviors in and of themselves. 

First, and foremost, the official lore of the game, the background story and any content 

published by Carbine and their staff of writers, trumps44 all other types of information during 

role-playing.  Additionally, there is an important boundary between in-character and out-of-

character information.  Intrinsically, these social norms are interrelated with information value, 

normative information behaviors, digital literacy practices, and boundaries, and will be discussed 

in those sections as well.   

Lore is law or more what you’d call “guidelines” than rules.   

As discussed above, role-playing characters and their stories are largely based on the plot, 

setting, themes, and history of the game in and on which the role-playing is based.  Many role-

players strive and prefer to create characters or stories that use accurate information based on the 

lore of the game.  Official lore information is that which is created and published by the writers 

and developers of the game.  Other unofficial lore sources are also sometimes consulted, but 

those will be discussed further in Section 4.4.4.  For many role-players, this lore information is 

the first stop for creating their characters and their backstories.  As one informant explains: 

[Player]: Well first things first, you gotta study the lore. Now that doesn't mean all of it 

because there's plenty about Nexus I know diddly about, but you should know your racial 

background. After that, see what key traits they have. For [my character], I locked on the 

aurin's penchant for hugging and being upbeat. With that very broad base, a character 

eventually gets born.  

[Player]: But I also always start off very broad because I feel you don't know a character 

till you play them/ write as them. 

Jon Thorstein: So it is a continual process? 

                                                 
44 Trumps; to Trump:  verb; /trʌmp/; to privilege itself, ignore all other input, to claim superiority over all others.  
#TrumpsHairFlap2016 #IForOneWelcomeOurNewHairOverlords #MovingToCanada2016 #HeMightBeANazi 
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[Player]: To a degree. 

[Player]: I'd say after uh...two or so weeks of rping, you should have a mostly solid 

character. 

Creating character begins with an appeal to the lore of the game in order to learn more 

about your potential character’s background as well as the culture and history of the game world.  

For new or casual role-players, the character creation process may be less based in lore or 

consulted after the creation of the character.  Similarly, role-players learn both about their 

characters and the ins and outs of role-playing as a community practice by participating in 

activities and events in-character.  As discussed in Section 4.4.1.1, different levels or types of 

role-players may have more or less stringent policies when it comes to using or enforcing lore 

information.  One informant expressed their frustration with other players with characters that 

are more congenial with the opposite faction, a group they are supposed to bitterly hate and 

destroy.   

[Player]: Everyone has smaller pet peeves like me for example, I don't like seeing exiles 

who are buddy buddy with dominion icly. It makes zero sense to me and just seems out 

of place, but my peeve doesn't really encompass the whole of the server. I'm sure people 

would agree with me and plenty would tell me to shove off lol. That's the great thing 

about rp, you can do really whatever you want so the 'rules' can't really be applied save 

for the ones I already mentioned. Trollinge especially would blacklis 

[Player]: with alot of people. 

Differences in the levels or styles of role-playing may lead to disputes between different 

types of role-players.  A particular role-player’s rules or social norms of role-playing may be 

different or at odds with those of another.  Another informant expanded on this:  

“There is also how people interpret canon or the rules of a universe. Again much of the 

actual upsetting action on a minor and even major scale comes from clashing of 

personalities and differences in Rp subcultures. Those who favor strict canon adherence 

are easily upset by people who do not adhere to the rules that they themselves follow. 

This is not a large scale problem, but it can easily lead to divides in the community.” 

In addition to differences in the interpretations of lore and the rules of role-playing, the 

personalities of the characters as well as their players can impact role-playing activities.  This 

speaks to both the character social norms discussed above as well as the community social norms 
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that will be discussed in Section 4.4.2.5.  Additionally, the practice of using lore information as 

well as the varied preferences for lore from different sources are also related to the information 

value judgements to be discussed in Section 4.4.4. 

No meta-gaming.   

Building on what was discussed in the Cognitive dissonance section above, the boundary 

between in-character and out-of-character also poses limitations on how characters and players 

use information.  While role-playing involves a lot of improvised writing and play, out-of-

character discussions and clarifications of the potential actions or plotlines for the characters 

engaged in role-play are common in order to facilitate an enjoyable role-playing experience.  

However, the information that a player knows is not necessarily the same information that their 

character knows, unless it has already been brought up during role-playing, already known by the 

characters due to prior in-character interactions, or agreed upon terms between the players.  For 

instance, before engaging in the in-character interviews with other role-players, I always asked 

whether I should assume that our characters had already met, that their characters had seen a flier 

or had already agreed to meet and interview me, or to being the interview as a random encounter 

with a stranger.   

Bringing out-of-character information into role-playing can disrupt the stories and 

activities of the characters and distract the players behind them.  As one player explains: 

[Player]: As for meta-gaming, some characters are meant to be secretive in-character. If I 

were to reveal some of my characters' information OOCly but it gets used in an in-

character fashion without my consent, it would ruin the mystery of my character. 

Some characters have covert professions, such as spies, special operations soldiers, or 

turncoats, whose secret identity or cover must be concealed in order to carry on their mission(s).   

If another player ignores this part of their story, they risk blowing the cover of the secretive 

character, interfering with the role-playing, or annoying the player behind that character.  Such 

violations, whether done intentionally or by accident, can be interpreted as a betrayal of consent 

between characters and players during role-playing, leading to hurt feelings and confrontations.  

The boundary between in-character and out-of-character information also helps to mitigate the 

chances for altercations between players or characters and other potential disruptions during role-

playing.   
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4.4.2.3 RQ1b:  Community Social Norms.  Community social norms govern the types 

of acceptable behavior toward others in the roleplaying community as well as during role-

playing activities.  In this category, there are three interrelated rules:  maintain a personal 

boundary between in-character and out-of-character, respect each other, and obtain consent from 

others during role-playing.  The following examples are based on my observations and 

interactions with the communities, as well as their experiences with role-playing in WildStar. 

Caution: do NOT mix in-character with out-of-character. 

As mentioned in the sections above, it is important that role-players keep a distance 

between themselves and their characters, as well as not misuse out-of-character information 

during in-character role-playing.  Similarly, in order to avoid hurt feelings and to mitigate the 

consequences in the event one of the aforementioned social norms is violated, role-players strive 

to not take in-character confrontations as out-of-character or personal attacks or to bring out-of-

character quarrels or emotions into in-character interactions.  Many of my informants described 

examples of friendships going sour or an entire guild dissolving due to this issue.  This issue is 

often referred to as mixing the in-character (IC) with the out-of-character (OOC) and effectively 

creates an implicit boundary between these two sides of roleplaying.  As one informant reflects: 

[Player]: I believe some of the rules RPers abide by, unspoken or not, are RP etiquettes 

like: No godmodding, no powerplaying, no meta-gaming (taking out of character 

information as in-character) and definitely, most important one would be not crossing 

out-of-character feelings into in-character. -- 

[Player]: Which is most certainly a no-no when OOC feelings get in the way of in-

character actions. It would create all sorts of drama, especially in relationship RP. I 

believe every RP also understands OOC communication is very important too - To 

prevent hurt feelings and in-character actions/thoughts taken in a wrong way. Sometimes 

RPers need that reassurance. 

[Player]: every RPer* oops 

Here, the importance of out-of-character (OOC) communication is key.  Role-players 

often communicate across both in-character and out-of-character channels during an event or 

activity in order to make sure their intentions are known and actions consented, which is 

something that will be discussed further below.  Additionally, as mentioned above, even 

seasoned role-players need to be reminded of this rule.  As another informant describes: 
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[Player]: A lot of people expect very fair play in RP. The unspoken rule, whether or not 

you agree with it, is that you don't cause a lot of trouble and you aren't too mean or 

cutting to others. I once got called out by another RPer who thought I might be trolling 

them because I was really harshly critiquing their character while in character, myself. I 

thought it was an unwritten rule that you also don't take in-character squabbles OOC, but 

that hasn't been the case for me. 

[Player]: I've encountered some pushback and nastiness from people who couldn't really 

separate the two. 

In this example, the player was called into question when their character was critiquing 

another character during a role-playing event.  This example demonstrates a clash between 

common role-playing social norms that result from potentially competing interests and different 

approaches to role-playing.  From one perspective, the player was operating well within the rules 

and observed the boundary between in-character and out-of-character.  The other player, 

however, took this in-character critique personally and thought the informant was not being 

respectful.  Relatedly, this might be an example of role-playing that was not consented to 

beforehand.  The importance of respect for and consent from others in role-playing will be 

discussed in the following sections. 

Respect for players, characters, and stories.   

As discussed in Section 4.4.1.1, the role-playing community in WildStar is a welcoming 

and accepting one.  However, effective and enjoyable role-playing does not just come from 

everyone being nice to each other, but also out of mutual respect for other players, their 

characters and stories, and the work that goes into it.  While Section 4.4.1.1. discusses the role-

playing community in WildStar as it sees itself, this section will focus more on my observations 

of the community when it comes to respecting and accepting players as well as their characters 

and stories.   Guidelines that echo the “Golden Rule” or “Wheaton’s Law”45 that instruct players 

to treat others as they would expect to be treated themselves are often explicated as rules for 

guild or community website membership.  As mentioned in a quote in Section 4.4.2.2., “trolling” 

                                                 
45 A quote extracted from a speech by Will Wheaton, of Star Trek: The Next Generation fame: “Don’t be a dick.” 
His comment was made in reference to behavior in online gaming and has been adopted as a common rule or motto 
in the online gaming community.  More information here: http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/wheatons-law    

http://knowyourmeme.com/memes/wheatons-law
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or “griefing” behavior, attempts to purposively annoy or cause grief in players, is also not 

tolerated and is seen as disrespectful.   

However, respect for other players, their characters and stories, is part of general role-

playing etiquette regardless of whether the role-playing occurs in-game, on a forum, as part of a 

group or guild, or not. 

One particular example captures a peculiar balance that this social norm requires in the 

context of role-playing.  What follows is a conversation that occurred in the zone housing 

channel, a chat channel where role-players often discuss things while they build things on their 

sky plots, after a guild recruitment ad was posted to the channel:  

[Recruiter]: <[Guild name]> is accepting casual and social members who are looking for 

a guild to call home. We are a 1/6 raiding guild, love to socialize, and are LGBT friendly. 

We are working our way into organized PvP and have members interested in RP as well.  

[Player 1]: any guild thats not lgbt friendly should be shuned 

[Player 2]: Always true. 

[Player 3]: SHUN THE NONBELIEVERS! 

[Player 4]: lol 

[Player 1]: it's not 1945 lol 

[Player 3]: SHUUUUUUUN! 

[Player 5]: Unless you are an rp guild that takes place in 1945? 

[Player 3]: Better 1945 than 1901? 

[Player 6]: or rp a sexist and/or racist 

[Player 6]: dunno how race sprung into my mind, but yeah 

[Player 5]: god, those rpers are evil 

[Player 6]: or sexist, tbh 

[Player 6]: Yeah, but devilishly impressive for being able to put up with their own 

assholery 

While there is some humor in the above conversation, their comments echo many of 

those in the role-playing community.  Many guilds specifically identify themselves as LGBT 

friendly and try to be as inclusive and welcoming to those of different backgrounds.  

Interestingly, though, is that while role-players that have racist or sexist characters are not always 

enjoyed by others, some other role-players respect their approach to these characters and their 
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stories.  As discussed in Section 4.4.1.2, some players purposely create hateful and spiteful 

characters in accordance with the lore of the game even though they do not approve of these 

sorts of beliefs out-of-character.  That said, a destructive or harassing approach in role-playing 

can only be tolerated and respected if those involved consent to it, which will be discussed in the 

following section.   

Role-playing is not consent.  

Behind every character, there is a player, and regardless of the relative distance or 

closeness between the two, what happens to that character is an important matter.  The creativity 

behind role-playing also requires and enables a sense of agency for both the characters and their 

players.  Just like in their player counterparts in the real world, a character should not have to 

engage in any activity or make a change to their story that they are uncomfortable with.  

Similarly, players should not force their motives or stories on others without consent.  Issues 

with consent can range from simple misunderstandings to major disputes.  As one informant 

explains: 

[Player]: Rp wise, the culture is sort of the same as the game as a whole. Since we are 

such a small segment of the game, rpers have mostly banded together without much 

conflict save for a few notable incidents that happen via mostly miscommunication. The 

big spoken rule in the community is to not troll or force your rp on someone else. This 

could be as small as interrupting what could be a personal scene or as big as trying to kill 

off someone's character. Again, this is sort of like real life where com46 

[Player]: It's been the best overall community I've dealt with in a mmo. 

[Player]: by far. 

Lack of communication or miscommunication can be significant issues with consent 

during role-playing, just like it is an issue in the real world.  As one informant cautions, consent 

can sometimes be ignored through seemingly small transgressions: 

[Player]: Imposing yourself in rp is something that can seem minor and in alot of cases it 

can be. You want to rp and you see other rpers near you so naturally you want to join 

them. In most cases people will welcome you, but if it seems like they are doing 

                                                 
46 Here the participant hit a character limit in the chat box and moved to a different topic.  They realized this and 
stated, “You got the gist of the first part lemme add the rest from the rp one,” and then transitioned to another topic.  
This issue was a technological issue that came up during data collection at multiple points and will be discussed in 
Chapter 5. 
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something personal like say two characters on a date. It's sort of rude to just insert 

yourself without asking.- 

[Player]: For me, I'd still accomadate them cause I hate people being left out but I'd be 

lying if I didn't wish I still had alone time XD. An housing helps really negate some of 

this. The bigger issue is when people try to attack someone out of the blue. Some people 

may not have combat trained characters, etc. 

[Player]: So communication is key :P 

[Player]: I feel like I may say that alot. 

As suggested above, some role-players may be eager to engage with other role-players 

despite their being involved in other stories at a particular point in time.  Despite potential 

disruptions, players might be willing to allow others to join in on their activities if the activity is 

low key and the transgression is benign or not purposely aggressive in some way.  The housing 

feature within WildStar helps with that issue by offering a private area where plot owners can 

restrict access to other players as they see fit.  Again, communication is key to obtaining consent. 

Consent is a particular concern for conflict role-playing, which may impact the wellbeing 

of the characters involved.  This is especially with the death of a character.  One informant 

mentioned that they and a long term role-playing partner became friends following an event 

where the informant killed the other player’s character.  There were no hurt feelings because they 

had discussed this before and leading up to the actual in-character act.  Some players knowingly 

participate in stories that result in harm to their stories.  As one informant discusses: 

“As long as everyone in a story consents to an action most people will go along with a 

story that might harm or place a challenge for their character. Most people are perfectly 

fine with simply enjoying a night at the bar, or taking part in a quest storyline. Mostly in 

areas where people are in power to be the agents of their own destiny they will rarely take 

offense in my experience.” 

Again, though, consent must be obtained beforehand in order to avoid hurting another 

character.  They continue:  

“I would say that a multitude of behavior can easily upset people. I think the primary 

reason for people getting upset stems from their fun being erred upon, or their perceived 

story being changed in a direction they don't like. I think that is the simplest way to see it. 

In a lot of ways however most of the upsetting behavior is the result of people clashing in 
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ideologies. Some roleplayers are very specific about how they want their stories to go and 

do not like others who change that. Others still prefer the story to go where it was meant 

to go naturally and go with the way things develop spontaneously.” 

Role-players interested in certain story lines or those with different approaches to role-

playing may be more or less inclined than others to participate in activities that may or may not 

harm their characters.  Either way, consent is paramount.  Similarly, simply role-playing by 

attending or participating in an event should be considered consent to harassment or harm of any 

kind.  As another informant makes quite clear: 

“I hate that I even have to write this out, but it absolutely bears repeating that 

ROLEPLAY IS NOT CONSENT. In character, out of character -- roleplay is not consent. 

Belonging to the [redacted] channel is not consent. Playing a cute aurin is not consent. 

Being friendly/flirty with another person in public is not consent. Being in the same 

scene, on the same plot is not consent. Wearing certain costumes isn't consent. Giving 

another player consent isn't consent.” 

This player was understandably frustrated and hurt by advances made by other players 

and characters during role-playing because they misinterpreted the player’s participation in role-

playing as consent.  Understanding consent in this context is clearly related to respect for others 

as discussed above.  Without respect for other players, their characters and stories, consent is 

unlikely to be obtained.  

4.4.2.4 RQ1b:  Enforcement of Social Norms.  The social norms of role-players are 

largely informal and implicitly understood by seasoned role-players.  However, the social norms 

are often encouraged as best practices for role-playing and enforced when violations occur.  

These social norms can also be explicitly stated, such as versions that are posted as the rules of 

membership for a guild or as the codes of conduct for a community website or forums.  

Similarly, violations of these norms may invite the explicit statements of the norms or references 

to posted codes if appropriate.  There are a variety of enforcement mechanisms that players and 

guilds use to handle such issues, ranging from avoiding or ignoring troublesome players to 

attempting to work with them by teaching the ins and outs, or the social norms, of role-playing.   

For example, one player describes a time where a player violated a character social norm 

by taking something that was said in-character too personally as if it was an out-of-character 

critique:   
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[Player]: This will be about taking IC things OOCly, if thats alright. 

[Player]: Back and game launch, there was an issue wit someone taking IC actions OOC. 

Like, someone who plays a mean character was mean ICly to this player. 

[Player]: So he gets upset in our OOC chat, not mad or anything just upset, I guess he felt 

that he had done something wrong. 

[Player]: So our GM took him aside and explained things to him. Something along the 

lines of not taking IC actions as any sort of OOC attack ect. 

Jon Thorstein: Did that help? 

[Player]: After that the leadership assumed that the problem was solved, but the issue 

came up again a week or two later. 

Jon Thorstein: Ah okay 

[Player]: It was explained this this player again, and he seemed to have gotten it then. 

However the player soon left the game after that, so I dont know if that solved the issue. 

Jon Thorstein: Ah that's too bad 

Jon Thorstein: Thank you for elaborating! 

In this case, the GM (Guild Master or Guild Leader) stepped in to help diffuse the 

situation by explaining to the player that they should not take in-character interactions personally 

out-of-character.  Many players in guilds rely on their officers or leaders to handle issues and 

remove troublesome or toxic players from the guild.  That said, without going into detail, my 

informants did mention several examples of guilds that have failed because their guild leaders 

were unable to resolve issues that originated from disputes during role-playing.  Unfortunately, it 

seems that the player in the example above was unable to separate between in-character and out-

of-character across several different occasions after speaking with the guild leader and eventually 

left the game.  Enforcing the social norms in role-playing partly depends on whether the player is 

willing to receive feedback and incorporate it in a meaningful way.  As one player puts it: 

[Player]: It really depends on the player, if they are willing to work out a compromise. 

When they are willing to work with us and learn (growing their own skills with gaming) 

they get much more enjoyment. When they don't.. they will often be ignored. That's the 

easiest approch over other options which most of  don't like  or enjoy doing. 

[Player]: I've found the RPG folks tend to be very open and willing to help others, 

probably why you've gotten such good responces online to the study. We want more 
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people to play with us but some, who are going to cause problems or repeted issues, 

won't like the cold shoulder they get from many players. 

As seen above in 4.4.2.1, some seasoned role-players tend to avoid or ignore troublesome 

players rather than deal with them directly, but this seems to be after multiple attempts to solve 

the problem.  When issues are not resolved outside of role-playing, sometimes players will break 

the boundary between in-character and out-of-character to seek a resolution or at least stop the 

behavior.  As one player explains an incident that occurred during establishment role-playing at a 

venue she used to operate: 

[Player]: I had to break IC/OOC a little a few weeks back, actually 

Jonti Thort: What happened? 

[Player]: I was running my old venue and someone made a really uncomfortable rape 

joke, which is the first time I've ever encountered it 

[Player]: The venue has a conduct code IC, which fortunately covered it, but I think I still 

might have said something anyway. 

Jonti Thort: What happened to the player that said that? 

[Player]: He took it surprisingly well and moved the conversation along without further 

incident. 

[Player]: It's actually a man who plays a female character, interestingly enough. 

Jonti Thort: I take it that those kinds of violations are rare?  

[Player]: Yes, absolutely. As jarring as it was at the time, I really love that we're in a 

community where that's not common at all. 

In this example, the venue’s proprietor breaks character in order to enforce the posted in-

character code of conduct for behavior in their establishment.  Fortunately, the offending player 

was receptive to the warning and continued without further fault.  While the informant mentions 

that they may have made the break and commented on the offending player’s actions even if no 

rules were posted, they appear relieved to have the posted rules to fall back on.  This may be due 

to differences in approaches to role-playing that exist.  By participating in an establishment role-

playing event or activity, one should expect to abide by the rules of that establishment, regardless 

of their own approaches to role-playing.  This serves to mitigate potential issues with behavior as 

well as arguments over role-playing at the meta-level.  Interactions between different social 
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norms as well as the approaches to and levels of role-playing will be discussed in Chapter 5 as 

well as described in through the concept of boundaries in Section 4.4.5.   

4.4.2.5 RQ1b:  Social Norms Summary.  The social norms of role-players in WildStar 

pertain to how characters and stories are designed and played, the types and uses of information, 

and the treatment of other players in the community.  The social norms help facilitate an 

inclusive and close-knit community and an enjoyable experience for all types and levels of role-

playing.  Social norms in role-playing exist both explicitly and implicitly, and are used both as a 

means of moderating behavior as well as a way to encourage, teach, and maintain best practices 

for role-playing.  At times, these social norms may conflict with one another, necessitating high 

levels of communication and consent between players.  The following section will describe the 

normative information behaviors that facilitate role-playing in WildStar. 

4.4.3 RQ1c:  Normative Information Behaviors of Role-Players in WildStar 

Normative information behaviors can be understood to include all of the potential 

normative behaviors regarding the use or nonuse of information that members of an information 

world might demonstrate (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010).  Intuitively, the types and sources of 

information that are sought after, selected, and used are a part of these information behaviors, but 

these aspects will be described more appropriately in Section 4.4.4 on the information value 

systems of role-players.  Similarly, digital literacy practices and skills are a subset of overall 

normative information behaviors and will be described in more specific detail in Section 4.5.  

Given these interrelations, the descriptions of normative information behavior in this section will 

be more general in nature.   

Role-playing as an activity can be understood as a complex or structured collections of 

information behaviors that includes seeking, sharing, exchanging, evaluating, managing, and 

archiving, both while in-character and out-of-character.  As such, both in-character and out-of-

character normative information behaviors are described in the following sections.  Additionally, 

the ways in which in-character and out-of-character information are identified and signified as 

well as the channels through which this information is communicated are also described. 

4.4.3.1 RQ1c:  Out-of-Character Information Behaviors.  While not in-character, 

players use, manage, archive, and share information from various sources.  Much of this 

information pertains directly to character development and role-playing, but some of it is more 

related to the game in general, or concerns various topics outside of the purview of the game.  
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The types and relative values of information used by role-players will be described in Section 

4.4.4.  This section, however, will describe some of the common observed information behaviors 

exhibited by players not in-character. 

In-Game, OOC Information Behaviors. 

Within WildStar, players primarily seek, share, and exchange information with one 

another using a multi-channeled, text-based chat system. In particular, WildStar has a dedicated 

“Advice” channel where players can ask questions to other players in the zone or region without 

disrupting other conversations occurring the general/zone, local say, or trade channels.  

However, it was not uncommon to ask questions and share information in any of these channels.  

Here is one typical example that begins with a player seeking information about a gameplay 

mechanic (interrupt armor) in the Advice channel: 

[Player 1]: Could someone explain to me "interrupt armor"? Is that just an interrupt? 

[Player 2]: Interrupt Armor protects from Crowd Control and other abilities, by creating a 

barrier that must be overcome before those abilities can be effective. Interrupt Armor can 

be granted by buffs and abilities for players, or possessed inherently by certain NPCs.  

NPCs with Interrupt Armor will slowly regain their stacks over time.  As a result, players 

must coordinate their stuns in order to affect them. 

[Player 1]: Oh! Very helpful! Thank you! 

[Player 2]: Each count of Interrupt Armor protects from a single interrupt or crowd 

control ability.  When all stacks of Interrupt Armor have been removed, the next Crowd 

Control ability will affect the target. 

[Player 2]: As an example, if a mob has 2 stacks of Interrupt Armor, then it will take 3 

Crowd Control abilities to interrupt it (2 to remove the stacks, and the 3rd to take effect). 

[Player 2]: You're welcome :) 

[Player 1]: This game suddenly because way more complicated than I realized. Much 

appreciated. 

Here, Player 2 offers an extended answer complete with an example of how interrupt 

armor works during combat against a mob (a common term for an AI-controlled, hostile non-

player character).  While Player 1 expresses their appreciation for the detailed answer to their 

question, it seems that their realization of the complexity of the game’s mechanics might 

contribute to information overload.   
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Not all of the information shared amongst players is provided as responses to questions 

and active information seeking.  For example, a high level raider in zone chat was looking for a 

new guild and received some unsolicited advice from another player:   

[Player 1]: 6/6 warrior DS attuned looking for a guild :(((( 

[Player 2]: what happened [Player 1] :( 

[Player 1]: [Player 1, referring to themselves in the third person] sucks at being in a guild 

[Player 1]: [Player 1] can nevber make raid times  

[Player 2]: [Player 1] should go to the forums and look up guild that fit his raid times 

[Player 2]: Then apply online 

[Player 1]: ahhh good point!  

[Player 1]: find it hard to navigate throught  he forums 

[Player 1]: ill try though! 

[Player 1]: im a winner! 

[Player 1]: LETS DO THIS 

While it seems that it only just occurred to Player 1 that they could search for raiding 

guilds on the forums and apply to ones that matched their own schedules, Player 1 might have 

been avoiding the forums because they had trouble navigating them in the past.  The unsolicited 

advice from Player 2 seemed to encourage Player 1 enough to try it out. 

In addition to the dedicated Advice and other channel, WildStar also has social chat 

groups called circles.  As mentioned in Section 3.3.2, circles facilitate game-wide 

communication between a group of players that may or may not be a part of the same party or 

guild.  There are many circles maintained by role-players and are usually used to share 

information out-of-character to discuss role-playing that is occurring in different channels or at 

other events, or discuss unrelated topics, such as popular culture and news.   

As player populations declined and stabilized after the launch of the game, one of the 

circles dedicated to role-playing known as “WSRP” was later added into the game as an official 

channel in which anyone could join47.  The WSRP channel and role-playing circles are often 

                                                 
47 Given the new free-to-play and subscription (signature) options in Carbine Studios’ business model for WildStar, 
free-to-play players are limited to only one circle, while subscribers can access three.  Originally, all WildStar 
players could access and join up to 5 circles.  Creating a dedicated role-playing channel allowed for role-players to 
free up their circle for other uses if desired. For more information:  http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/news/2015-
05-28-wildstar-is-going-free-to-play-heres-all-you-need-to-know/ 

http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/news/2015-05-28-wildstar-is-going-free-to-play-heres-all-you-need-to-know/
http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/news/2015-05-28-wildstar-is-going-free-to-play-heres-all-you-need-to-know/
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used for information seeking and sharing in relation to role-playing events and activities within 

the game.  For example, players often use one or more channels and circles for logistical 

purposes leading up to and during public role-playing events:   

[Event Organizer, in WSRP]: Hi guys, we're holding an Exile war memorial event at 9pm 

EST! It's in a few minutes if anyone wants to come attend! 

Jon Thorstein, in WSRP: omw! 

[Player 1, in WSRP]: OMW. 

[Player 2, in zone chat]: Where is the memorial event? I can't find it. 

[Player 3, in zone chat]: I think it's in Slyvan Glade 

[Event Organizer, in zone chat]: Hi guys, we're holding an [Exile-based role-playing] 

event at 9pm EST! It's in a few minutes if anyone wants to come attend! We're near 

Sylvan Glade, slightly to the west. 

[Player 4, in zone chat]: What's this about a memorial? 

[Player 5, in WSRP]: Sylvan glade, right? 

[Player 6, in WSRP]: Yep 

[Event Organizer, in WSRP]: Yep! We're near Sylvan Glade, slightly to the west. 

[Player 6, in WSRP]: Might need a group invite.  Because freaking instancing 

[Player 6, in WSRP]: Oh wait. 

[Player 6, in WSRP]: West. 

[Player 6, in WSRP]: Derp 

[Player 7, in WSRP]: Actually 

[Player 7, in WSRP]: If you're looking at the map, it's EAST and a little bit north 

[Player 7, in WSRP]: In the Verdant Vale, this weird.....circleplace with a bunch of 

veggies running around 

As seen above, there was some confusion about the event’s actual location.  It seems that 

the Event coordinator was accidentally sharing incorrect information after flipping their East and 

West directions.  The event was held in a heavily botanical and wooded area known as the 

Verdant Vale in the Western side of Celestion, a large questing zone on Nexus.  However, as 

Player 7 points out to correct and clarify the directions to the event’s organizer and the others, 
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the specific location was East and slightly north of Sylvan Glade, a small village in that zone.   In 

additional to the directional information, Player 7 also describes the venue of the event, which 

was set up in a natural, circular amphitheater on a hillside that also happened to have a lot of 

small vegetable-humanoid creatures running around.  The plant creatures were actually cleared 

or harvested prior to the event beginning so they would not interrupt the speakers.  However, due 

to the length of the event and the respawn timers, some of the plant creatures re-emerged during 

the speeches, sparking a round of vegetable-based humor in the WSRP channel, which was also 

being used to share out-of-character information during the event.   

Within the game, player- or community-created addons and built-in game features are 

used to manage information both for general gameplay as well as role-playing.  Existing features 

in the game offer ways to manage information, but are rather often limited in capacity and 

customizability.  For example, the friends list is a social feature that allows players to create a list 

of friends and acquaintances, see when they are online, add private notes for each listing (such as 

a nickname), as well as set a short status note that is viewable publically to other players in your 

guild or friends list.  Many role-players have well-developed stories and backgrounds, but it may 

be difficult to remember who does what and what everyone’s approaches or styles of role-

playing are.  Easy access to a character’s story or role-playing preferences helps facilitate 

smoother role-playing and identify other role-players.   

During data collection, many role-players, including myself, used an add-on called PDA 

(Personal Data Accessor) to manage their role-playing information in-game.48  This addon 

allowed players to include attributes about their character, such as height, age, weight, etc., as 

well as space for a brief biographical sketch describing the character’s basic story or role.  This 

space was one of the spaces I used to include information about my study for those interested in 

this project.49  Users were also able to specify the type or level of role-playing there were 

                                                 
48 This particular addon is no longer available or being updated.  However, similar addons, such as Tell Me More, 
“Look at me, RP!,” and LFRP (Looking for Role-Play) have been created to replace and replicate its features.  A list 
of other popular addons used for role-playing specifically, can be found here:  http://www.curse.com/ws-
addons/wildstar/category/roleplaying  
49 This proved to be a challenge because the addon would constantly crash on me due to updates in the games addon 
API, limitations in data capacity for addons, or general instabilities or bugs in the app itself.  My public status in the 
friends /social list included the simple and short message “Recording!  PST [please send tell] for details!”  due to 
space limitations and served as a stable, but limited backup for PDA. 
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interested in, whether they were currently in a scene, or available or open to role-playing at any 

particular moment.   

The player housing system in WildStar, called Sky Plots, is an immensely popular and 

important feature for many role-players because they allow for the creation of locations for role-

playing events and activities as well as a creative outlet for players to express and develop their 

characters’ personalities and professions.  Intuitively, the housing feature is of particular 

importance for establishment role-playing because many of the settings or venues are created and 

hosted on players’ Sky Plots.  Owners can control access to their Sky Plots by adding other 

players as neighbors (which in turn provides mutual access to each player’s Sky Plot) or by 

setting their plot to public or private.  Additionally, owners can change the permissions to allow 

for other players to alter, move, or remove items, materials, and buildings on their Sky Plots, 

which is helpful for communally created and maintained venues or establishments.  However, 

accessing another player’s Sky Plot, even if it is listed as public, can be difficult if its host is not 

listed as your neighbor or included on your friend’s list.  To circumvent this issue, addons such 

as The Visitor and Kael’s Housing Tour were developed by players to enable searching for and 

transport to publically listed Sky Plots.  Many role-players use this add-on to access other Sky 

Plots for role-playing activities and events.  In fact, early in the project I was unaware of the 

addon and had to install it in order to find and travel to a venue, a bar in this case, in order to 

conduct my in-character interview with the informant.  The informant was surprised that I had 

not already been using it due its popularity and usefulness, but was kind enough to teach me how 

to use it:   

Jon Thorstein: Okay, how do I get there? 

[Player]: Do you have the Visitor add-on? 

Jon Thorstein: Ack, no 

[Player]: There is another, um, housing tour, or tour guide, or something like that?  Hold 

on, let me ask the guild.  The visitor is the main one for going to designated plots. 

Jon Thorstein: Okay, I can install it RQ and come back, is that okay? 

[Player]: Sure.  :)  You can do it without quitting the game, just re-load. 

[Player]: Kael's housing tour, I'm told, is the alternative. 

Jon Thorstein: Nice! okay, give me a few 

[Player]: Sure.  Both are available on the Curse client. 
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Jon Thorstein: Okay, I am not sure if it worked or not :/ 

[Player]: You can use the add-ons manager (click escape, top tab) to access add-ons.  

You may need to set it to load despite it being out-of-date. )) 

Jon Thorstein: Okay! Got it loaded! 

[Player]: Cool.  Address is [Sky Plot Owner’s name]. 

[Player]: I think the command is /visit 

[Player]: then type in the plot name, hit 'go'.  Should work for any public plot. 

[10/29/2014 9:21:23 PM]Command.(1, 0) <-: Error: Unknown Command <visitor> 

Jon Thorstein: I appreciate your help with this 

Jon Thorstein: How do I bring up the interface? 

[Player]: IC and OOC, I've earned the nickname 'the helpful'. 

[Player]: type /visit 

[Player]: Oh, the add-ons manager, or the visitor interfase[sic] itself (once installed)? 

Jon Thorstein: :)  Thank you!  I got it up, had to reload the UI again.  What was the 

address? 

[Player]:  [Sky Plot Owner’s Name] 

Jon Thorstein: Huzzah! 

[Character]: Good evening. 

[Character]: [Character] bows to you. 

Jon Thorstein: You bow. 

Jon Thorstein: Hello, you must be [Character’s name]? 

Admittedly, I was experiencing a PEBKAC50 issue when trying to get the addon to work, 

but I was able to find and teleport to the venue, where I was promptly and politely greeted by the 

Informant’s character.  However, this exchange does demonstrate information seeking, sharing, 

and use typical in WildStar.  Addons utilize existing information, features, and the game’s API 

(Application Programming Interface) in order to help players accomplish a particular task or 

manage information more efficiently.  Many addons are created as a result of limitations in a 

game’s original design or interface, and some, if they become popular or are deemed useful 

                                                 
50 Problem Exists Between Keyboard And Chair. 
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enough, are officially integrated by the developer into the game.  Similarly, if addons are 

abandoned, other players make take up the mantle and create alternatives.   

Outside-Of-The-Game, OOC Information Behaviors. 

Outside of the game, information is sought, exchanged, managed, and archived on a 

variety of websites and social media services.  Players look for, create, share, and manage a great 

deal of information on officially supported sites, such as WildStar’s official wiki site51 and 

community forums52, as well as on other wikis and community sites.  In particular, many guilds 

have their own websites and forums to share and store information related to their guild’s themes 

and activities.  Additionally, the WildStar role-playing community has its own website for all 

players interested in role-playing to use.  The forums are often used for sharing character 

profiles, debating and discussing lore and community issues, sharing other game-related or off-

topic information, planning events, or engaging in forum role-playing.  Forum role-playing 

allows players to develop their characters and advance their own or communal stories or plots 

asynchronously.  This is a more accessible option for role-players that might not have access to 

the game or enough free time for in-game role-playing, but still want to participate in activities 

and events with their friends.    

Social media services and sites are popular with role-players, particularly Tumblr and 

Twitter.  As one informant mentioned during their interview: 

[Player]: -- Also Carbine touch base with their players regularly on forums and on their 

official tumblr. They reblog some of our fan art and screenshots, which I think drew folks 

to loving WS. The WS roleplay community on tumblr is suuuuper active as hell, it's great 

XD 

One of Carbine Studios’ (2014) mottos is “the Devs are listening.”53  And it seems that 

they indeed do, much to the praise and appreciation of the players.  Carbine developers are active 

on the forums and Tumblr, largely because many of the players are active there as well.  One 

player remarked that there is a “demographic crossover” between role-players and Tumblr users, 

with Tumblr users often being characterized as younger progressive types.  These sites and 

services provide opportunities for information seeking and sharing directly between developers 

                                                 
51 The official wiki can be accessed here: http://wildstaronline.wikia.com/wiki/WildStar_Online_Wikia  
52 The official community forums can be accessed here: https://forums.wildstar-online.com/forums/  
53 For example, “The Devs are listening” was often one of the closing lines in their promotional videos, such as:  
https://youtu.be/iphgBVtf2HA 
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and players.  For instance, the host and organizer for a public role-playing event, an 

anthropological expedition, remarked after the event ended that she used Twitter to directly 

clarify some information with a couple of the developers: 

[Player 1]: Someday we need to twist Pappy to get him in on this.  

[Player 2]: Thanks for organizing this symposium [Expedition Leader], it's good to 

compare notes. 

Jon Thorstein: Yeah, a ton of info! I knew practically nothing about the Osun [an NPC 

race] before tonight :) 

[Player 3]: Def will catch the next one :) 

[Expedition Leader]: Hee!  Nod, I invited him but Im sure he's got lots of things on his 

plate. 

[Expedition Leader]: He was very helpful getting back to me in Twitter though, as was 

Cory Herndon.  They were both lovely to work with. 

Pappy is the nickname for Chad Moore, the Creative Director at Carbine Studios, and 

Cory Herndon is the lead writer for WildStar54.  As the primary creators of WildStar’s lore, they 

both serve as excellent sources for clarifying or confirming information.  Relative source values 

will be discussed in more detail in Section 4.4.4.   

While these sites and services are popular among role-players, the level of activity or use 

may vary from player to player based on their preferences or roles in the community.  For 

example, a role-player turned to one of the role-playing circles to try to connect with other role-

players using Tumblr: 

[Player 1]: Anyone have a tumblr? 

[Player 2]: I don't, but there's a lot of them. I should probably get one 

[Player 1]: I have one, but I don't post. 

[Player 1]: I'd like to actually use it, but the most complex social media thing I handle is 

twitter. 

Both players here are aware of Tumblr’s popularity.  However, Player 1 has their own 

Tumblr, but seems to use it for following others rather than add their own content.   Player 1 also 

favors Twitter because it is simpler.  Player 2, while being a highly active role-player, does not 

                                                 
54 Chad Moore can be found on twitter at https://twitter.com/Pappylicious; Cory Herndon at 
https://twitter.com/HernCo 
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have their own Tumblr account.  Individual preferences and uses may also vary based on 

positions in the community.  As one player mentions: 

[Player]: My role isnt that great. I'm not a guild leader, and I dont hold events or anyting 

like that. I do post on [the role-playing community forums] though, when I feel a need to. 

While this informant was being humble, they were actually quite active in-game as a 

role-player during the study despite not spending a lot of time on the community site.  However, 

their comments suggest that those in leadership positions, such as a guild leader or officer, are 

expected to be more active on community sites and likely social media as well. 

WildStar does not have a built-in voice communication or a VoIP service as a part of its 

game client.  Many players also utilize Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) services, such as 

Mumble, Skype, Google Hangouts, TeamSpeak 3, Ventrilo, among others, to talk and share out-

of-character information with other players while playing the game or during role-playing 

events.  In particular, Skype was quite popular with role-players because it offers text chat in 

addition to voice and video services, is available internationally and free to use.  Voice 

communication is more critical for group-based PVE or PVP gameplay, such as arenas or 

raiding, but is often used for socializing by groups of friends or communities such as guilds.  

However, some of these services require private hosting, with the exception of Skype, and are 

not accessible to players outside of a community or guild unless invited or provided with the 

logic information.  Additionally, while role-players use these services to communicate and share 

information while out-of-character or during role-playing to fact-check or obtain consent for 

their character’s actions or plot changes, they are not typically used for in-character role-playing 

as voice chat can more easily lead to breaks in character and immersion, particularly for those 

that play characters with accents or of a different gender identity or presentation than their own.   

4.4.3.2 RQ1c:  In-Character Information Behaviors.  In creating their characters, 

players also put thought into the goals and professions of their characters.  Intrinsically, this 

generates a variety of information needs for their characters as well.  This section describes the 

various information behaviors exhibited by characters as they advanced their stories and 

interacted with other characters.  

Just like in the real world, characters trying to survive on Nexus require information.  For 

some, this is a major part of what their jobs entail.  Consider the following interaction between 
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my character and another Dominion character just after exchanging greetings at the beginning of 

our in-character interview:   

Jonti Thort: laughs, "Indeed!  What line o work are ya in?  Specifics can be avoided if 

needed." *winks* 

[Character]: ponders. "Well... that's a little bit complicated. Let's say I'm a procurer of 

goods and information, but I also moonlight as spiritual advisor and all around ass-

kicker! 

Jonti Thort: Profitable line of work in these parts.  How do you come about such goods 

and information?  Are you a solo act or part of a larger organization? 

Jonti Thort: takes out and dusts offs his notepad in a panic.  

[Character]: I'm used to being solo, but I was part of an organization. Only I was their 

sole procurer... so basically I'm a solo act. I make friends here and there with my 

awesomely good looks and infinite charm! 

[Character]: And money, of course. A cute fanged grin can only buy you so much. 

[Character]: chuckles 

Jonti Thort: laughs, "Well, I've had to rely on money in my experience, must need a 

haircut or something."  Cracks a sly smile. 

This character’s description of their work suggests that information is an important 

commodity for their activities.  Since their job involves espionage to some extent, information 

seeking seems to be a solo task.  Given the clandestine nature of their work, discussing the 

specifics of how and where they find information would blow their cover or potentially lead to 

retaliations from other characters, especially if they turned out to be future or past marks.   

Other characters in different lines of work tend to be a bit more social.  For example, 

another character who is in the bounty hunting business gets their information from other 

players:   

Jon Thorstein: [omitted, different topic]… Do you find bounty work through others? 

How do you go about tracking and finding information on your marks? 

[Female Aurin]: furrows her brow, hand going to her hair and pulling through it 

again as she thinks hard about the question, "I, uh... I guess it... depends? We get 

bounties off people and- and they usually tell us where to go. Who to kill. Sometimes... 

sometimes we have to do our own scouting and stuff." she perks up slightly as she says 
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the last, "Oh- and that's where I come in! I'm... a, uh... recon specialist?" she squints, 

nodding to herself, "...or. Or a scout, I guess." 

Here, this character gets information from others who are looking to find or eliminate 

other characters and finds relevant information on their own if they cannot get it from others.  

Socializing with other characters is a good way to seek or encounter information.  For instance, 

the following character works as a cartographer and adventurer who works as a guide for others 

on explorations and quests:  

[Character]: [omitted, different topic]. But an'ways *a pause for another sip of tea* 

Explorins...mos'lies make makins an' expedition leadin. Not s' much of the second ones 

theres...n' clues why really. 

[Character]: ((*mos'lies map makins even...I can type...yeah!)) 

Jon Thorstein: AH, interesting, seems like she was looking out for you, maybe.  Sounds 

like you are an adventurer.  How do you plan out your expeditions? 

Jon Thorstein: How do you find out about who needs helpin'? 

[Female Aurin]: scratches her head a little "Plans? Usuallies I dun really plan much. 

Thoughs, I does make sure tha' everyones goins understands what we're gettin' intas 

and tha' they have what they needs. I means, I cans does s'me healins...but they better 

b' prepareds too." a smile as she thought it over "Well, mos'lie folks come t' me or I 

hears 'em at [Bar] or [Another Bar]...then I jus' stick mah nose ins" 

Establishments, such as the bars referenced above, serve as social gathering places where 

information can be picked up from listening in or talking with other characters.  This enables 

role-players to create and explore different stories and new interactions with different characters 

they might encounter in these establishments.   

Despite being in a high-tech, futuristic sci-fi setting and having access to a variety of 

information and communication technologies, many characters still seek out information from 

other characters directly.  Characters and their players have access to or refer to a variety of 

technologies, such as the HoloNet, Nexus’s Internet equivalent; datachrons, smart 

communication devices each character carries; and the codex, a game feature that is used to track 

quests, achievement, or path progress; as well as the Galactic Archives, which stores gameplay 

and lore information that is unlocked as a character advances or collected and extracted from 

abandoned journals and data cubes found throughout Nexus.  In fact, one of the common reasons 
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role-players chose WildStar was the large amount of lore information in the game.  As one player 

discusses: 

[Player]: I believe what drew people to Wildstar RP is mostly the lore and how Carbine 

seems to touch base with the players quite well. Wildstar has an incredibly rich 

abundance of lore, I gotta say I haven't seen other MMOs that allow you to collect lore, 

logs and tibits in-game as much as Wildstar, like collecting datacubes and journals. I 

think the RPers love that. 

As seen in Section 4.4.2.2, lore information is highly important for role-playing, the 

extent of which will be discussed in Section 4.4.4.  The uses of these technologies will be 

discussed as digital literacy practices in Section 4.5.   

4.4.3.3 RQ1c:  Role-Playing as Information Behavior.  As discussed in sections 4.4.2 

above and 4.4.5 below, information exchanged during role-playing is regulated and designated to 

specific channels in order to facilitate a focused and immersive experience as well as maintain 

the boundary between in-character and out-of-character information worlds.  Given the 

importance of, reliance on, and careful usage of information, role-playing also entails a specific 

set of normative information behaviors.  This section will describe these specific normative 

information behaviors and strategies used by role-players to facilitate their activities and enact 

their stories.  In particular, this involves the use of symbols and channels, sequential information 

exchange, and the use of addons and external technology. 

Channels and Symbols. 

In-game role-playing is a heavily social activity, with events ranging from conversations 

over tea, like many of my in-character interviews, to large public events, such as celebrations, 

holidays, expeditions, or lectures, which can have upwards of 40 to 50 (or more) characters in 

attendance.  Since in-game role-playing is primary text chat based, role-players designate and 

use certain channels for in-character information and communication as well as use a shared 

system of commonly understood symbols to designate out-of-character information from in-

character information.   

While in-character, players primarily use three channels:  /say, a local public chat 

displayed as white text (by default) and is readable by those in the immediate area of the speaker; 

an emote channel, where players can activate an animation and/or sound effect by typing a 

command “/[insert command here]”  (i.e. /smile, /laugh, etc.) from a list of supported emotes; 
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and /e, a custom emote channel that allows players or characters to make a statement and have it 

appear like an emote. The text shared in both the regular and custom emote channels are grey in 

color.  Like the /say channel, the emote and custom emote channels are only visible by players 

within a certain vicinity and can be seen a speech or thought bubbles above a character, if the 

option is enabled.   

Out-of-character information is primarily shared during role-playing activities and events 

through /party channels that are automatically created when a party (up to 5 members) or raid (up 

to 40 members) group is formed.  The text exchanged in these channels is visible to group 

members only.  The group chat channels help keep the main role-playing channels clear and 

allows for out-of-character information sharing.  For example, the host of one public event 

needed some help marking themselves with a symbol so that the group could follow them before 

beginning the tour portion of their event:    

[Host, /party] [Host] started a Ready Check: Are you ready? 

[Character 1, /say]: Walkers....with me. 

[Character 2, /say]: ... Guess I'll boot it too. 

[Host, /party]: Embarrassingly, I dont know how to mark the tour lead or walking team 

>.< 

[Player 3, /party]: target, right-click, mark target i believe :) 

[Host, /party]: Not working?  Blargh. 

[Character 3, /party]: hmm, not sure.  no worries 

[Character 3, /party]: [Character 3] is now a Main Tank. 

[Character 3, /party]: [Character 3] can now mark targets. 

[System]: Ready Check finished. All members ready! 

[Character 4, /emote]: gasps at [Character 5]. "Buddy system! Dun go too far ahead!" 

[Character 5, /party]: i'm just going to autofollow you [Host] 

 [Character 4]: [Character 6]. 

 [Character 7]: smiles over to [Character 8], "Hey eyes open huh bud? Rangers on 

escort." 

[Host]: [Host] smiles at [Character 7]. 

[Character 9]: [Character 1] are you drunk? 

[Character 3, /party]: just follow the ghost or the UFO 
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[Host, /party]: The ghost with an [NPC] hound head on her mount :D 

[Character 7, /say]: Well that didn't take long. 

[Character 3, /party]: if anyone gets in trouble just hold still, we'll get you out of it 

Here the host turned to the /party chat for help resolving the issue while the event and the 

conversations of other characters at the event continued on.  The host is able to promote 

Character/Player 3 to main tank, which allows them to place the appropriate markers.  As seen 

above, Character 9 is asking whether or not Character 1 is role-playing their character as drunk 

(they were making some interesting remarks and bad jokes during the lecture portion of the 

event).  Players often seek clarification, obtain consent for actions or plot changes, or discuss 

information related to the current role-playing activities through channels designated for out-of-

character information.  Players use and manage both in-character and out-of-character 

information across multiple channels. 

Circle chat groups are used primarily for general conversation and out-of-character 

information, but can be used as an in-character role-playing channel if specified and agreed upon 

by those in the circle.  Similarly, the /whisper channel, a private channel used for discrete 

communication between only two characters, can be used for either in-character or out-of-

character information sharing or communication.  Guilds can use their dedicated /guild chat 

channel, which is accessible to all guild members at once regardless of location, for either in-

character or out-of-character purposes.  Heavy role-playing guilds may choose to use their guild 

chat for in-character role-playing.  One player in a heavy role-playing guild I spoke with said 

that they considered their guild chat channel to represent communication through a radio or their 

datachrons.   In this case, they used their guild’s officer chat, which is accessible for guild 

officers and leaders only, party, or raid chat channels for out-of-character information sharing 

and communication. 

While the designated uses of the aforementioned channels are generally observed and 

followed, reminders are usually offered at the beginning of role-playing activities.  This is 

helpful particularly at public events where players from different traditions might be more 

inclined to use certain channels over others.  Consider the following example, where the host of a 

group exploration event welcomes the attendees and gets everyone ready: 

[Host, in /say]: We'll be starting here to meet folks and introduce ourselves, then we're 

actually going to be setting out to look at one of the [NPC] settlements here in the area. 
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[Host, in /say]: [The NPCs] do consider any incursion in or near their territory as an act 

of aggression and will respond in kind.  So please be careful, and keep a sharp eye out! 

Jon Thorstein: You nod your head at [the Host]. 

[Character 1]: [Character 1] nods his head at [the Host]. Yes! 

[Character 2]: secures the weapon at her side and shifts to the other. 

[Host, in /say] I do want to make clear though - while I organized this, it's really an open 

dialogue.  So please - anything you know, chime in.  This is a group effort, after all. 

[Character 3, in /say]: Yeah I've had a few run ins with em in Wilderun, they don't take 

too kindly to anyone shorter than their bellys. 

Jon Thorstein: Aye, sounds good. 

[Host, in /say]: ((And we can use the raid group for OOC questions, to keep the says IC.)) 

[Character 3]: chuckles.   

[Host, in /raid]: Can everyone see this? 

[Character 1]: [Character 1] nods his head at [Character 3]. 

[8 more characters (including Jon Thorstein) state they can see it in party chat!]   

[Host, in /raid]: - so yea, anything you know, or if I get anything wrong - please keep me 

honest!  Add what you know, and we'll have fun and good times. 

In the example above, the host specifies the raid group /party chat to be used for OOC 

information sharing as well as for asking questions or raising concerns about the information the 

host is presenting.  Sometimes out-of-character information works its way into in-character 

conversations.  If purposefully done, the out-of-character information is bracketed with a pair of 

double parentheses as seen in the example above.  Similarly these details are worked out prior to 

private conversations between players or characters for the first time.  For example, I made the 

assumption that the /whisper channel was used for out-of-character information during my early 

interactions with players and was often responded to in statements using the (()) designations.  

As one of my informants explains in a /whisper conversation:   

[Player]: (( o/ )) 

Jon Thorstein: Hi!  How are you? 

Jon Thorstein: I appreciate your patience!  Are you free for the interviews? 

[Player]: (( Doing well.  Assuming this as an OOC channel, I won't have to append the 

(()).  )) 
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[Player]: (( give me a few minutes.  :) Was just finishing of all things a nail trimming.  

Has been slowing my typing speed a little. )) 

Jon Thorstein: ((ack! I have been using it OOC without even thinging about it, hope I 

didn't offend anyone )) 

[Player]: (( No worries.  :)  But may be a minor footnote.  :) )) 

Jon Thorstein: ((can we use it as OOC?)) 

[Player]: (( It's generally assumed to be OOC, but the double-parenthesies in some 

circules emphasizes such. )) 

The opening “o/” is a symbol based emote to signify a wave hello.  Traditional 

emoticons, such as smiley faces and the like, are often used during out-of-character 

communication rather than while in-character because the /emote and custom emote options help 

players to stay in-character.  However, this may vary based on level of role-playing.  We then 

continued on and worked out the details of rest of the interview.  Contrary to being a minor 

footnote, this normative information behavior of affixing (()) onto out-of-character statements 

was a common practice.  So much so that the behavior is ingrained in the information sharing 

and communication of some role-players:  

[Character]: None of our interactions with the Dominion end in our favor... not that we 

haven't taken hits ourselves. But unless we need em' for something I have a kill on sight 

order for any Dominion we come across. 

Player (party chat): ((end in their favor*)) 

Player (party chat): I don't know why I put that in parenthesis XD 

Jon Thorstein (party chat): gotcha :) 

Here the player puts (()) on their statement out of habit even though they posted it in a 

designated out-of-character party channel.  The above example also demonstrates other purposes 

for using the double parentheses:  editing and clarification.  Role-players that make a typos or 

misspell a word often correct themselves by inserting their revision using a ((statement)) in the 

in-character channel even if they are also using a designated out-of-character channel.    

Sequential Information Exchange.   

Given the sequential nature of communication, timing plays a minor yet important role in 

role-playing.  Role-playing activities and events typically advance in an order where one 

character says something or completes an action and the other character(s) respond in turn.  
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However, sometimes a character will state something too soon or too late.  This tends to happen 

when one player is a faster typist than the other, there are multiple conversations going, there are 

more than two characters interacting, or simply because one of the players or characters is a bit 

impatient or misjudges when the other character or player is done making their point.  

Admittedly, I sometimes got ahead of my informants during interviews by asking the next 

question too soon because I thought they had finished their thoughts.  For example: 

[Character]: yes I am a refuge of Arboria, I am the daugter of a minor priestess of no 

great renown.. On the way to nexus I stayed awake and worked the gardens with my 

teacher, and here I have found myself living in a small town off from Thayd a bit, [an 

establishment ran by another guild] where I have become a teacher to a young aurin 

plagued by the same fear I had when I first arrived on the ship 

Jon Thorstein: scribbles in his notepad, "Could to talk a bit more about that fear?  

Otherwise, I'd love to hear more about your teaching.  Tis a fine and noble profession!" 

[Player]: well... when the dominion came to my village I watched many whom I loved die 

and in that moment rather following my mother's teachings I tapped into my anger and 

channeled pyrokinetic constructs and caused great harm to the attackers. I Came to fear 

myself and what I could do, I saw myself as a monster for a long time but have since 

come to terms with thanks to my time with my teacher. 

Jon Thorstein: I am glad that you've found some peace of sorts. 

[Character]: it is through understanding the concept that I was not at fault, but to also be 

always mindful of my emotions and actions 

Jon Thorstein: You were protecting yourself and others, nothing wrong with that. 

Jon Thorstein: So does your teaching leverage your knowledge of botany and agriculture 

from working in the gardens on the ship? Or more general in focus? 

[Character]: nods in agreement, "and to seek balance... if I am forced to take life, to 

give back to the life around me, to try and not spare people kindess when they need it... 

I think in the end that is all we can do, to try and keep the scales balanced." 

Jon Thorstein, in /party: Oops! sorry if I got ahead! 

Player: not an issue :) 

Player: was all done hee 

Jon Thorstein: nods, "I agree with that outlook." 
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Above I moved on to ask about the Character’s teaching before she had finished telling 

me about the troubles she had encountered on the path to where she is now.  I used the /party 

chat to apologize because I did not want to be rude, especially in the middle of a sensitive topic, 

and, thankfully, it was okay.  After that I addressed her story, we continued on as if I had not 

mistakenly asked the question too soon.  To avoid this issue, players will sometimes begin or end 

their statements with a - or -- to signify that they are continuing on a previous statement or are 

going to follow up with more.  This is also another example of role-players’ use of symbols and 

can be seen in many of the chat excerpts throughout this dissertation.  Otherwise, players would 

have to retype what they had meant to say or offer a quick summary to keep the story from 

stalling, assuming they noticed the issue. 

A similar situation happened to me during a public friendly cross-faction role-playing 

event: 

[Character 1, male Cassian]: chuckles slightly, "Why thank you little one.  I am in 

your debt." 

{Character 1, male Cassian}: [Character 1] bows to [Character 2]. 

[Character 3, male Aurin]: How's things, Jon?  Get more of those interviews done? 

[Character 2, Chua]: waves dismissively. "Bring beer, better than thanks. Thanks is 

dumb." 

[Character 1, male Cassian]:  ((gee I was expecting a bit more)) 

Jon Thorstein: Indeed, I am finished with them, so now I am doing some travelling. 

[Character 4, male Mechari]: There! now try again. There was a cup lodged in a gear! 

[Character 3, male Aurin]: (( Where to?  Anywhere off-world? )) 

[Character 5, female Aurin]: Oh yah... whut kinda interviews?  Lookin' fer a job? 

[Character 3, male Aurin]: (( disregard (( in past. )) 

Jon Thorstein: Mostly around Alizar, but you can see me here now. 

Jon Thorstein: ((ack)) 

[Character 1, male Cassian]: pulls at his overcoat, "A little hot out here, friend chua 

you have the right idea."  He proceeds to lose a bit of clothes. 

[Character 3, male Aurin]: Good to see you again. 

Jon Thorstein: I was conducting interviews for a study partially funded by XAS. 
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Above, Character 3 uses an out-of-character ((statement)) in the /say channel to amend 

their previous in-character question directed towards me and then suggests to ignore it and move 

on with the conversation.  However, I missed their follow up while I was typing and added a 

response anyway.  While the conversation moved on without issue, these examples demonstrate 

how information may get lost as the story or conversations advances too quickly or a player 

misses the comment in the blur of other information from various channels.   

Addons and External Technologies. 

While the addons discussed in Section 4.4.3.1 above facilitate role-playing in an out-of-

character sense by helping to manage information, some are useful specifically while in-

character.  Killroy55 is a popular addon for modifying text chat that was developed by a role-

player for the community.  While the addon includes a variety of features useful for role-playing, 

its most interesting feature is that it descrambles the text entered by players on the opposite 

faction so that it is readable.  Without this addon, the text entered by a Dominion character 

would be scrambled by default by the game and presented to an Exile player in an unreadable 

language.  The ability to converse with players on the opposite faction enables the 

communication needed for cross-faction and conflict role-playing.  The addon also allows 

players to change the colors of the text and different channels, build in emote macros, or adjust 

the viewing distance for the normal in-character channels to focus on conversation in their 

immediate vicinity or to expand it to include more conversations at a larger, more spread out 

event.  As mentioned in Section 3.3.5 above, WildStar has a built-in chatlogger, so players can 

create transcripts of their stories using existing game features or other chat addons. 

Similarly, as mentioned in Section 4.4.3.1., guilds and other organized groups may use 

external voice communication for simultaneously discussing their role-playing, whether it be 

their characters’ next actions, or related information.  Again, however, voice communication is 

typically not used for in-character role-playing. 

Additionally, given the limitations of the game and its features, some role-players will 

also post links to external sites and resources to facilitate their activities and events.  For 

example, during one event, the Host shared a link that would help players feel more included and 

immersed in the event: 

                                                 
55 More information at http://www.curse.com/ws-addons/wildstar/220130-scchatlog 



134 
 

[Host]: ((You guys are free to mingle! We do have a tumblr site to "ICly hang the 

dedications" The site is at [tumblr url] If you do not have a tumblr acc, you can post as 

anonymous!)) 

This particular event was a memorial service.  The game itself does not allow for hanging 

a dedication or leaving a token at the memorial site, so the event’s host created a Tumblr site to 

allow characters to place dedications there instead.  This thoughtful use of external technologies 

for supplementing or augmenting system limitations to facilitate role-play will also be discussed 

as digital literacy practices in Section 4.5. 

4.4.3.4 RQ1c:  Normative Information Behaviors Summary.  Role-playing is an 

information rich activity that entails a variety of normative information behaviors both within 

and outside of the game as well as in- and out-of-character.  While out-of-character, role-players 

stay connected using websites, forums, social media, and VOIP technologies outside of the game 

as well as game features and addons inside the game to share, use, and manage information 

related to role-playing as well as other topics.  While in-character, information needs and 

behaviors are determined largely by the chosen profession or trade of the player’s character.   In 

order to facilitate role-playing, players use strategies for keeping in-character information 

separated from out-of-character information, such as using designated channels and symbols.  

Role-players also keep the conversation moving by choosing to acknowledge past information 

(or not) as well as by using addons to overcome boundaries, such as the cross-faction language 

barrier.  The normative information behaviors of role-players are tightly knit with the activities 

and skills needed for timely, well-organized, and enjoyable role-playing.  Additionally, these 

information behaviors also serve as examples of the digital literacy practices of role-players, 

which will be discussed in Section 4.5 below.  The following section will further explore 

information behavior by describing the information values of role-players.  

4.4.4 RQ1d:  Information Values of Role-Players in WildStar 

Information value is an information world’s common system for determining the relative 

importance of different types of information (Jaeger and Burnett, 2010).  Additionally, 

information value can be determined by parameters such as information content, perception, 

control, and information economies.  The impact or influence of these parameters on the types 

and sources of information will be discussed in Chapter 5. While a variety of practices and 

activities related to normative information behavior were discussed in the previous section, 
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information seeking behavior in particular will be expanded on in this section as types and 

sources of information are major parts of this behavior.   

As discussed in Sections 4.4.1 and 4.4.2, the social types and social norms of role-players 

have an impact on the information needs and wants of role-players and, in turn, their information 

values.  This section will describe the types and sources of information sought and used by role-

players as well as the hierarchy of relative importance for role-playing information. 

4.4.4.1 RQ1d:  Information Types.  Role-players require a variety of information to 

facilitate their activities both in- and out-of-character.    The first three types of information are 

of particular importance for role-playing:  lore information, character information, and role-

playing cultural information.  Of course, role-players also partake in the game for its own sake, 

requiring the needs for general gameplay information and community information as well.  

Additionally, the off-topic or unrelated information that finds its way into conversations will be 

briefly described. 

Lore Information. 

Lore information is any information pertaining to the story, plot, setting, and history of 

WildStar.   A brief synopsis of the plot of WildStar is offered in Section 4.3.  Understanding the 

background of WildStar facilitates and inspires a variety of role-playing activities and events.  

For example, as described in Section 4.4.1.2 on in-character social types, the faction divide 

between the Exiles and the Dominion is an important basis for role-playing, particularly for 

conflict role-playing.  For example, one informant describes their first steps in figuring out their 

character:    

[Player]: I come up with an idea, An Aurin former pirate in [my character’s] case.  Then I 

look up everything I can on the race and on environment.  What has carbine said about 

marauders? 

Jon Thorstein: SO you look to official lore first? 

[Player]: I try. 

Jon Thorstein: If you use something else, how do you know if it is of quality or not? 

What do you look for? 

Jon Thorstein: Ack, sorry if I am moving to fast! Please take your time :) 

[Player]: A piece of fiction only holds up so long as it's internally consistant.  So if I use 

anythign else, I do everything in my power to conform to the rules of Carbine's universe. 
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[Player]: I look at pirates, historically.  How they worked, how they acted.  And seeing 

how that fits with Carbine's pirates. 

[Player]: Then I worked on [my character’s] old crew.  How did that ship operates.  How 

was the command set up?  What did [my character] do?  And why?  How was she 

treated? 

Jon Thorstein: How long would you say it takes you to create a character? 

[Player]: Initially?  Concept takes 5 minutes, the research takes up to half an hour.  Then 

about an hour of questing to really start to get to know them. 

 This example compliments the examples described in Section 4.4.1.2 on “Lore is the 

law…” as well.  As seen again in this example, after a player selects their character’s race and 

occupation, they then seek out the lore information published by Carbine Studios on their official 

website to learn more about their character’s race as well as how the pirates and marauders and 

their respective activities fit into the existing official lore.  At higher levels of role-playing, both 

the characters and their stories or the scenes in which they engage in should make sense 

according to the lore of the game.  Given the background of the Exiles as a ragtag coalition of 

bandits, ex-military types, and rebels of all sorts, engaging in piracy is well within the realm of 

reason of the themes and lore of the game and is a common theme in adventure and conflict role-

playing activities and stories.   

While it took this player around two hours to create their character and research the lore, 

other players may spend more or less time depending on how in-depth they want to go or their 

level of role-playing.  Recalling the first example from Section 4.4.2.2, some players take about 

two weeks perfecting their character’s design.  This informant also stresses the importance of 

making sure their character’s story is consistent with the official lore.  As another player adds, 

sometimes gaps in the official lore information need to be filled with supplemental information: 

[Player]:  Mostly it's things from my texts, digging around on places like JSTOR and just 

some creative extrapolation when necessary. To RP in any set world such as WS 

[WildStar], there has to be some reaches that are made for characters. For instance, no 

one can really RP as Queen Myala [the reigning Aurin leader] but a player could read up 

on the lore put a good argument behind it and play an Emissary or court investigator 

perhaps. It's an odd balance that happens between in game lore, harassing Pappy (Chad 

Moore) on  
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[Player]: Twitter for answers and my own creative piecing together of things. 

[Player]: That said, I do wish some of the lore was a bit more concrete (though 

Loremageddon has helped that a bit) and I wish that maybe the gind from 1-50 wasn't so 

lonely but it's still early and now I help anyone out that I can. Mostly since I got so much 

help myself at times if I called for it. 

 As mentioned here, role-players generally role-play characters of their own design rather 

than existing characters within the game.  However, role-players can and do align their 

characters closely with existing characters or groups within WildStar’s lore.  As mentioned in 

Section 4.4.3.1, information that comes from Chad Moore, also known as Pappy,  the Creative 

Director at Carbine Studios is highly valued.  For instance, I often associated my Exile character, 

Jon Thorstein, to the Exile Academy of Science (XAS) and my Dominion character, Jonti Thort, 

to the Royal Collegium as many other characters assumed my characters were working with 

these entities since I was doing scientific research.56  An understanding of the game’s lore is also 

helpful for designing and engaging in stories with other characters. 

Gaps in the official lore can be filled by reaching out to Carbine through social media, the 

game’s forums, or through expansions and clarifications to the lore that are added by each 

installment of Loremageddon.  Loremaggedon is an ongoing event where the Narrative Design 

Team for WildStar collects questions about the lore from the community via social media and 

then publishes installments of answers that expand on previously published lore and/or adds 

missing or new lore information.57   Pappy and other members of Carbine Studios’ Narrative 

Design Team regularly answer questions on social media.  Similarly, information researched by 

individuals and vetted by the community, known as headcanon,58 can also be used to fill in the 

gaps.  This information will be discussed in the context of the information value hierarchy 

below. 

Lore information plays a significant part in role-playing activities, including character 

and story design.  However, additional information is often needed for creating a realistic and 

well-thought out character.   

 

                                                 
56 In fact, I often identified them as sponsors or funders of my research.  If only that were true out-of-character. 
57 More information on Loremageddon here:  http://www.wildstar-online.com/en/game/loremageddon/ 
58 Sometimes spelled as headcannon or headcanon.   
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Character and Story Information. 

While lore information is a crucial part of the activities engaged in and the characters 

created, each character also has their own distinct story and associated information.  Given the 

character-driven nature of role-playing, character information also includes story information 

that is needed to advance plotlines and other role-playing activities, such as their part(s) in the 

stories and other related plot details.  As described in Section 4.4.1.2, there are many aspects to a 

character’s social type.  When creating a character, some of the information used is the lore 

information discussed in the previous subsection and some of it comes from external sources.  

This character information often includes information about their job or trade, their beliefs or 

personalities as well as other attributes.  Since players are encouraged to keep some distance 

between themselves and their characters, as seen in Section 4.4.2, players often have to do 

additional research on behalf of their character to better understand their occupations or 

personalities to create a well-rounded character.  One informant provided a detailed account of 

the information they seek and use for their character: 

[Player]: First of all, if I am playing a character with a profession or disability that's 

unfamiliar to me, I would try to research deeply into what is it about. For example, if I 

am RPing a medic, I would look into information on what sort of education, training and 

qualifications are required to become a profession medical practitioner. Or for [my 

character’s] case, I would look up information on [omitted, personally identifiable] 

amputees and prosthetics. Also, the most important information that all RPers must  

[Player]: research most deeply is the lore of the MMO itself. There's definitely no buts to 

it. Can't have people breaking lore and start making fairy princess vampire characters. 

@_@-- 

Jon Thorstein: True, haha! 

[Player]: I think it's helpful if RPers research more about their character's profession, 

education and things that might aid in their character development. It helps to build the 

character more realistically and believable. As for trying to fnd the information, lets face 

it -- We all google things by default XD with the Internet available to us. But I don't 

always take information I google immediately as reliable, I try my best to find other 

sources like checking for books/ebooks,-- 
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[Player]: and even ask friends and family who are familiar with the subject. For example, 

if I were to play a character with depression or PTSD, I would ask my friends who have 

suffered and coped with depression/PTSD, to offer some insight and how they react/cope 

with it. I also apply my own personal experiences as well. 

[Player]: Wildstar has a lot of militaristic themes too. I was conscripted into [the 

informant’s country’s] army once so it definitely helps I have that knowledge and 

experience to play characters who are soldiers and military-oriented. 

Above seen above, this informant uses a variety of information sources to help design 

and develop their characters.  It is important to note the emphasis placed on not just character 

design, but development as well.  Realistic characters are both thoroughly designed and planned 

with growth and development in mind.  Gaining an understanding of the profession, 

personalities, physical or mental disabilities, and other traits of their character allows the player 

to act out or portray these aspects in an accurate way as they unfold and evolve their character’s 

stories through role-playing.  Picking up on the militaristic themes within the lore of WildStar, 

the informant is also able to use their own experience in the military for some of their characters.  

A combination of information from a variety of sources, including electronic and print sources, 

other people, and/or personal experience, with lore information is necessary for creating a robust 

and realistic character.   

As described in Section 4.4.2, it is important to separate in-character and out-of-character 

information.  In practice, this means that character information is not known by other characters 

unless they engage in a role-playing activity or event together or if the players behind the 

character agree on it beforehand.  Among the social norms discussed in Section 4.4.2, there are 

suggested limitations on character design and in-character social type as well, particularly 

avoiding certain archetypes and toxic personalities.   

As mentioned in the Section 4.4.3, a character’s background information can be stored in 

addons and other game features.  Similarly, story information can be included in the character’s 

background information or stored on community or guild websites.  In forum role-playing, for 

example, much of the a story’s plot details are included in the introductory post and expanded 

upon as each new post or thread gets added to the story by its participating characters.  Story 

information as well as character information grow and expand as role-playing activities progress, 

as characters develop, and/or stories advance. 
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Role-Playing Cultural Information. 

As described in Section 4.4.2, there are a number of social norms within the role-playing 

community and culture of WildStar.  Knowledge of and adherence to these social norms is 

critically important for facilitating enjoyable role-playing as well as maintaining a healthy and 

friendly community.  Intuitively, this suggests that role-playing cultural information has intrinsic, 

cultural, and affective value.   As such, the social norms of role-players can be considered role-

playing cultural information; please see Section 4.4.2 for descriptions of this information type.   

General Gameplay and Cultural Information. 

As role-players enjoy activities besides role-playing and are members of the larger, non-

role-playing WildStar community, information related to WildStar’s gameplay and the overall 

community and culture is relevant to them as well.  General gameplay information primarily 

concerns how to do something, how a particular class or mechanic works, where to find things 

within the game, and other news about the game.   For example, as described in the example in 

Section 4.4.3.1, players often turn to other players to ask for advice on where to find something 

or how to do something.   Additionally, different types of activities within MMORPG gameplay, 

such as raiding or player versus player, each prioritize and use different types of information.  

Much of this information is available through Carbine Studios’ official website, wiki, and social 

media outlets; through player or community mediated websites and wikis; and through other 

players directly, as seen above.  As this study is focused on the role-playing community within 

WildStar, general information and the information used for other purposes beyond role-playing 

will not be covered comprehensively.  However, these types of information and associated 

behaviors have been described in other studies, such as Storie (2008) and Adams (2009), as 

discussed in Section 2.2 of the literature review chapter.    

Similarly, general cultural information concerns cultural trends, issues, and practices of 

interest to the WildStar community.  Some of this information can be gleaned from how the 

community members interact with one another both within and outside of the game.  While this 

study focused on the culture of role-players as a community, and not the general community or 

culture, some of the role-players did discuss how these two communities relate to one another.  

As one informant commented on the two communities: 

[Player]: I'm a bit divorced from the general community right now, but from what I 

experienced when I was more active, I perceive more than one culture living together. 
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The more game-minded culture I've found to be a little more goal oriented than in other 

games I've played and thats a mixed blessing (cont.) 

[Player]: The ruleset of the game as is has fostered a culture of people proud of their 

individual achievements, but with a lower threshold of tolerance for inexperience and 

mistakes. That's curiously absent outside dungeons and other group contents, as people 

are more helpful in answering general questions and providing more guidance. 

[Player]: (cont) 

[Player]: The other culture is the roleplayers, who changes less between games, actually, 

but I've found a community that is open and accepting in general, but gets cliquish the 

deeper one gets into the interaction or storyline. It might sound contradictory, but I've 

found that the barrier between the general and cliquish is more permeable in this game. 

This informant identifies different priorities and motivations of the general community, 

which is more concerned with goal- or task-oriented activities such as Player-versus-

Environment (PVE) content.   As this informant alludes to, WildStar is built on the concept or 

providing a difficult challenge to high end raiders, so personal and guild achievements and 

advancement are a point of pride for the general community.  This in turn, prioritizes the 

gameplay information discussed above for the general community.  However, outside of PVE 

content, the culture of the general community has been noted to be helpful and accepting by this 

and other informants.  This will be expanded a bit in the following section on how players use 

and react to off-topic information.  Additionally, this example and the boundary between the 

communities will be briefly discussed in Section 4.4.5 as well.    

Off-Topic and Non-Game-Related Information. 

Inevitably, off-topic and non-game-related information, such as current events news, 

political and social issues, attempts at and successes with humor, make their way into the 

information exchanged and communicated by players in the game.  The uses of and reactions to 

off-topic information varies based on the channel and its content.  For instance, as seen in the 

social norms and normative information behavior sections above, in-character and out-of-

character information is relegated to certain channels of communication and must be kept 

separate.  Similarly, the seemingly off-topic information in certain channels may be discouraged.  

Consider this brief conversation in the /advice channel where a player exclaims relief in finding 

an item they have been searching for: 
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[Player 1]: after over 90 boom boxes i finally got the Luminous Equivar Mount.YIPEE! 

[Player 2]: gratz 

[Player 3]: and the advicein that is? 

[Player 4]: grats 

[Player 5]: keep trying? 

[Player 2]: never stop pursuing your dreams 

[Player 3]: well put!  

[Player 1]: yes,dont let the unending deluge of dyes and crap potions beat you into 

submission.KEEP HOPE ALIVE! 

[Player 6]: The question we are all asking now: What will he do next?! 

[Player 7]: open more boom boxes 

 Above, Player 3 initially questions the value of sharing the information that Player 1 had 

found a mount after opening 90 boom boxes (reward chests that contain a variety of items) in the 

advice channel, which is generally used for asking for information and help from other players.  

While it was not practical or particularly useful advice, some of the other players congratulated 

Player 1 and empathized with them by saying there was indeed motivational value to the 

information:  “KEEP HOPE ALIVE!”  Humor tends to be much more tolerated than rants or 

debates concerning political, religious, or social issues, suggesting that information may also be 

judged for its affective, entertainment, ideological, or rhetorical value.  For example, another 

informant recounts a time when #GamerGate was brought up:  

[Player]: Interestingly, someone tried to bring up Gamergate (lolol) in zone chat once 

[Player]: And I very, very hesitantly decided to follow the conversation to see what 

people would say 

[Player]: I was prepared for the worst! 

Jonti Thort: How did it go over? 

[Player]: And actually, most people didn't care/didn't have anything negative to say. 

[Player]: The person who brought it up was basically embarrassed away. 

Jonti Thort: Hmm, good. 

[Player]: It's been pretty heartening, for the most part. I suspect the response might be 

different now that megaservers are here, but [the pre-merger server] in particular was 

pretty tame. 
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Jonti Thort: Although, I think that people need to speak out against it.  Thankfully 

GamerGaters increasingly put their foots in their mouths 

[Player]: Oh, definitely. The more people that make it apparent how absurd that kind of 

thing is, the better. 

Jonti Thort: Agreed! 

As mentioned in the sections above, #GamerGate was a growing controversy during the 

data collection period.  The response from other players was to ignore or not engage with the 

original poster, which is a similar response given to those that refuse to adhere to the social 

norms as discussed in Section 4.4.3, such as treating others with respect.  Given the disputable 

and toxic nature of the content, this type of information seems to be rejected due to its low 

rhetorical and/or ideological value.  Additionally, the merging of the dedicated role-playing 

server with another server into a new megaserver was part of a server consolidation on October 

15, 2014 (Team WildStar, 2014).  The player above as well as other role-players initially 

expressed concern that role-players and the general community might not get along well after the 

merger was complete.  This will be described further in Section 4.4.5 on boundaries.   

Labelling something as off-topic or non-related is intrinsically a statement on information 

value.  As seen above, the type of information as well as the manner in which it is transmitted 

has an impact on its perceived value, relevance, or usefulness.  That said, the information value 

system specific to role-players in terms of sources and their relative values will be described in 

the next section.   

4.4.4.2 RQ1d:  Role-Playing Information Sources and Hierarchy.  Role-playing 

information, which includes lore, character, and role-playing cultural information, can originate 

from a variety of sources.  However, as described in Section 4.4.2.2 and seen in some of the 

examples in the above sections, the information social norms of role-players dictate that lore 

information from official sources is more valuable than lore information from other sources, such 

as the community and individual role-players.  Official lore information can be found on official 

websites, forums, wikis, and popular social media sites, such as Tumblr, Twitter, Twitch, and 

Facebook, which are hosted by Carbine Studios and moderated by their employees.  As 

mentioned in Section 4.4.4.1 above, social media sites offer direct access to members of the 

Narrative Design Team, allowing role-players to seek out information through these services as 
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well.  As one informant states, official sources and authority figures are usually the first stop for 

lore information:   

[Player]:  I tended to use the primary site for the game itself and twitter to get 

information. I also scanned primary game websites for information for lore, and 

mechanics onthe game. 

Echoing the examples in the Information Types sections above, the official game sources 

and authorities are the first sources for official lore information that are sought out.  However, as 

described in Section 4.4.3, much of this information can also be found through other role-players 

through a variety of channels, such as in-game chat, wikis, and various social media sites.  As 

another player simply states: 

[Player]: I pick stuff up from people! And I communicate Ingame, on Tumblr and on 

Skype 

Jon Thorstein: A lot of guids use Skype in W* I have noticed. I need to spend more time 

on Tumblr too :) 

[Player]: Tumblr's a lot of fun, it's great for both silly stuff and just writing additional 

stuff that doesn't actually happen IC but is interesting to think about. And lots of 

character development to be had! 

Role-playing lore information derives value from both its source and the creators of the 

sources.  Despite coming from official sources, debates and discussions do occur about the 

meaning of lore information.  For instance, a Loremageddon installment clarified the 

physiological and anatomical history of the Aurin race as having evolved from marsupials rather 

than apes.59  Prior to this announcement, role-players were uncertain about this popular race’s 

history, and once it was officially revealed, it quickly became a hot topic: 

[Player 1]: Good word?  Marsupial. 

[Player 1]: mistel.. and no where near interesting enough. 

[Player 2]: Marsupial, marsupial, marsupial 

[Player 3]: NO 

[Player 4]: I think people need to calm the heck down about it. Early lore has said that 

Aurin evolved from small mammals. It's now just a little more specific 

                                                 
59 More information on the Aurin’s Loremageddon entry:  http://www.wildstar-
online.com/en/game/loremageddon/aurin/ 
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The conversation then devolved into a discussion on the implications of evolving from 

marsupials rather than apes on the reproductive organs of the Aurin, a topic which several 

players did not particularly want to discuss.  Other official lore information additions are less 

controversial.  For example, one player shared new lore information in the dedicated role-playing 

channel: 

[Player 1]: Just in case there was anyone concerned, Pappy just confirmed that desert 

Aurin are entirely possible 

[Player 2]: just did? like twitch or sometin? 

[Player 3]: Hooray! 

[Player 1]: MAybe not just, idk.  But on his twitter he did 

[Player 1]: I just happened to see it come across my dash 

[Player 2]: hrm....well they can make like, super cacti land 

[Player 4]: :D 

[Player 4]: There can be forests in the desert.  

[Player 1]: "The possible existence of deserts on Arboria is not negated [b]y this lore" 

Again, Chad Moore/ Pappy is often identified as a primary source for official lore 

information.  Players often contact him and other Carbine Studios staff members on Twitter and 

other social media sites with questions about lore content.  Player 2 above immediately asks 

where and when the information was shared.  Player 1 follows up with a clarification as well as 

the quote pulled from Pappy’s Twitter feed.   

However, until lore information is published from an official authority figure or source, 

the community may use semi- or un-official information to fill the gaps.  This is often dependent 

on research done by role-players, either individually or in groups.  For example, one informant 

describes an information gap concerning the Aurin’s societal structure: 

[Player]: Oh, well a lot of people have been trying to figure out how Aurin society would 

work. We know a few basics but my own studies have helped pin down some examples 

like the Trobriand Islanders, the Hawaiians and a few other smaller cultures out there that 

do have some similarities. So, since Pappy and Carbine won't go into detail too much, 

there's big grey areas. 

This particular informant used their knowledge of and background in the anthropological 

field to conduct research on similar societies in the real world to get a better idea of how the 
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Aurin society might work.  As mentioned in the Lore and Character Information sections above, 

non-game related sources, such as books, wikis, and even databases such as JSTOR, can be used 

to find information related to creating characters as well as to find information that is helpful for 

filling in gaps.  If enough of the community seems to agree that a particular piece of semi- or un-

official information makes sense and fits in accordance with existing lore, it becomes 

“headcannon” and is often used as a substitute for official lore information.  As one informant 

explains:  

[Player]: Sometimes "headcannon" also is something to look to if it starts to become 

widely accepted by the players. 

Jon Thorstein: Very cool! When conflicts with the lore or headcannon occur, how do they 

get handled?  

[Player]: That's tricky and really depends on the player. So far *crossing fingers* I've 

been lucky and haven't strayed too far from the path and made some lucky guesses. 

However, if something drastic were to change things? Going back and ret-conning or re-

writing backstory and sometimes even entire player driven story arcs has to happen. Most 

are willing to do so, some are not.  

Jon Thorstein: Interesting, have you ever had to start over?  

Jon Thorstein: Or would you make necessary adjustments? 

[Player]: I've never actually fully started over. I've done some major tweaks here and 

there but for WS that was thankfully during the beta periods. Most of the reason being 

that things were still veiled under NDA agreements and could not be spoken about. 

While this informant’s characters have been largely unscathed by changes to lore 

information revealed through new content or additions to Loremageddon, some players may 

have to drastically alter their character’s design and ongoing stories and plots in order to adhere 

to the official lore information when engaging in role-playing activities with other players and 

their characters.   

Similarly, since headcanon lore information is subject to critique from other role-players, 

role-players are generally encouraged to follow the aforementioned information and character 

social norms to avoid conflicts and facilitate enjoyable role-playing.  As mentioned in Section 

4.4.1, different levels of role-playing will have different degrees of adherence to lore.  For 

example, heavy role-players are likely to privilege official lore information over headcanon as 
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much as possible.  In addition to source and authority value, the accuracy or truth of the lore 

information may influence its value.  Of course, given the fictional nature of role-playing, this 

“truth” value refers to the extent that the information is true or in accordance with the official 

lore information.   

However, filling in the gaps and discussing lore is a common part of the role-playing 

experience.  As discussed in Section 4.4.3, the out-of-character channels are often busy with 

discussions about lore during role-playing events.  For example, during an expedition 

investigating the ruined settlement of the Osun, a hostile NPC race,60 both players and 

characters, in their respective channels, were discussing and speculating about the history of the 

Osun, particularly speculations about their religion and technology and the influence of the 

Eldan: 

Thorstein: Perhaps the elixir predates augmentation? Or vice versa? 

[Character 1]: Augmentation is nanites taking control of the central nervous system and 

brain... this sounds like a drug that alters the mind 

[Event Host in /party]: I can follow up tweet/ask?  *makes notes*  Unless anyone else 

knows 

[Character 2]: glances at Thorstein, "Or perhaps they were trying to imitate the Eldan 

in this regard too?" 

[Player 3 in /party]: So the "Void" might be something seprate [sic] from nexus, but also 

acting here.  

[Character 4]: Sounders simpler. 

Thorstein: Maybe they were allowing the Osun to test out their technology? 

[Character 5]: flicks an ear back to Throstein [sic] and nods to him, "That's a good 

possibility." 

[Player 6 in /party]: Ah hah! So The Entity has been in many places and has influenced 

many cultures! *makes anything dark = the entity" 

[Character 7]: From the records that I've found, the Soulrot Elixir and Augmentation 

were developed around the same time, but there aren't any records of augmented Osun. 

                                                 
60 More information about the Osun:  http://wildstar.gamepedia.com/Osun 
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In the above example, the host and Players 3 and 6 are speculating on the details of the 

Osun’s religion (the comments about the Void, the Great Dark, and The Entity) in the out-of-

character /party channel while the other characters and I are discussing the origins of the Soulrot 

elixir, a potion created by the elder female Osun religious leaders, known as the Darkwitches, 

used to enslave other creatures and Augmentation, technology used by the Eldan to enhance the 

abilities of living organisms, while in-character via the /say and /emote channels.61   

4.4.4.3 RQ1d:  Information Values Summary.  Role-players seek out and use a variety 

of information sources and types to support their activities.  The sources and authority of the 

source’s creators have a major impact on the relative importance of different types of lore 

information, where official lore information is preferred over headcanon lore information.  That 

said, headcanon lore information can be helpful to temporarily fill gaps, but must be used with 

caution and be vetted by others in the community and/or thoroughly researched.  This also 

suggests that lore information is assessed by its truth value, meaning its veracity or accuracy 

within the fictional world of Nexus.  Additionally, information about the role-playing 

community’s culture, specifically its social norms, has intrinsic, affective, and cultural value as it 

helps maintain the health of the community and ensures that role-playing is fair and enjoyable.  

Identifying the sources and evaluating the content of these various types of information can be 

considered an aspect of information literacy; this will be discussed further in Section 4.5.1. 

General gameplay information seems to be evaluated based on its contextual or 

potentially economic value, such as its usefulness for a particular activity like raiding, Player-

Versus-Player battles, finding items, or crafting more efficiently.  Additionally, the cultural 

information of the general community and off-topic information seem to be judged on the 

affective, entertainment, ideological, or rhetorical value.  Given the open and helpful nature of 

the role-playing community, good-natured humor and off-topic but insightful or amusing 

information that genuinely benefits others in ways unrelated to the game may be appreciated for 

their positive emotional affects.  Discussion of politics and religion or negative or harassing 

commentary such as hate-speech and discriminatory language are generally frowned against or 

ignored as it may clash with the social norms of the community, suggesting that this sort of 

information is judged based on ideological, cultural, moral and/or ethical values.  Despite this, 

                                                 
61 More information about Soulrot Elixirs and Augmentation can be found 
http://wildstar.gamepedia.com/Soulrot_Elixir#Soulrot_Elixir and http://wildstar.gamepedia.com/Augmentation. 
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some individuals or groups, known as griefers or trolls, may still attempt to instigate problems or 

harass players.  Differences in information values may contribute to the boundaries that will 

described in the next section. 

4.4.5 RQ1e:  Boundaries of Role-Players in WildStar 

Boundaries are areas where “information worlds come into contact with each other and 

across which communication and information exchange can – but may or may not – take place,” 

meaning these boundaries may vary in permeability (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p. 8).  As implied 

or discussed in the above sections, role-players encounter a variety of explicit and implicit 

boundaries throughout their activities.   

In particular, the boundary between in-character and out-of-character, as mentioned in the 

Social Norms and Normative Information Behaviors sections, plays crucial roles in role-playing 

activities as well as in fostering personal and community well-being.  Additionally, there are 

boundaries between different subgroups of role-players as well as between role-players and the 

larger, general WildStar community.  Boundaries concerning personal life and social preferences, 

cultural differences, and logistics or time will also be described. 

4.4.5.1 RQ1e:  The In-Character/Out-of-Character Boundary.  As described in 

Sections 4.4.2.1 and 4.4.2.2, the social norms of role-players guide both character design and 

information use during role-playing.  In turn, these social norms create a boundary that must be 

maintained between in-character and out-of-character information worlds.  The in-character/out-

of-character boundary serves dual purposes:  to add a layer of protection between the character 

and the player as they interact with other characters and players as well as to limit the flow or 

transfer of information between in-character and out-of-character information worlds.     

IC/OOC Personal Boundary. 

While information and character social norms aspire to create an impermeable boundary 

between in-character and out-of-character information worlds, the boundary is slightly less rigid 

in practice.  As described within Section 4.4.2, players are urged to design characters that are 

dissimilar from themselves and keep some emotional distance from their characters in order to 

prevent hurt feelings and frustration that may result from in-character confrontations or 

disagreements.  However, as also discussed within Section 4.4.2, completely removing yourself 

from your character’s design can be quite difficult.  In fact, some of the exceptions in the 

personal boundary between in-character and out-of-character information worlds, or overlaps 
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between them, are beneficial for facilitating realistic, enjoyable, and meaningful role-playing.  

This section will describe these exceptions or overlaps; the protective nature of the personal in-

character and out-of-character boundary is described in Section 4.4.2. 

Many role-players create and enact identities and personalities for their characters that are 

quite unlike their own, while others explore certain aspects of their personalities or interests that 

they might not be able to explore or pursue in the real world.  Similarly, the boundary between 

character and player can be breached to create more realistic characters based on the player’s 

personal experience, work background, or the research they have done, as discussed in Sections 

4.4.3 and 4.4.4.  When I asked about any overlap between their character and themselves, one 

informant explained:   

[Player]: Quite some! Without going too much into detail of my personal life, I've been 

through really rough times in real life. So when I play characters who suffered loss or a 

dark past, it helps me to portray their emotions and mentality well. Also having the 

military background, I have some understanding in applying militaristic knowledge into 

play a soldier character. I won't say they overlap entirely, I still find myself needing to 

research things that I am foreign to. Like uh,  

[Player]: Wildstar is very American aesthetic-wise? Like the Exiles seem more... 

Southern? Now, I'm not very familiar with the Southern or the America culture, I would 

ask my American friends how to RP an Exile right ahahaha.-- 

Jon Thorstein: Huh, I guess I could see that, now that I think about it :) 

[Player]: As for my work, being a QA technician requires me to solve a lot of problems 

with bug regression and making reports with the defects/bugs I find, I don't think it helps 

me much in-character but being a QA person and all makes me all super attentive to 

detail and organized when it comes to roleplay. For example, I would pay a lot of 

attention to emotes, details in other characters and I get super organized when I plan story 

plots. 

This informant draws on their background in the military to inform their character’s 

personality and story as well as their work experience in quality assurance by using their 

analytical and organizational skills to facilitate their role-playing.  This informant also sought the 

advice from their American peers to learn more about their culture; this will be discussed in more 

detail in Section 4.4.5.4.  
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Additionally, the rough and difficult parts of the above informant’s real life and past 

experiences have helped them to thoughtfully consider the mental health and personalities of 

their character’s they play and present attributes in a realistic way.  As described in Sections 

4.4.1 and 4.4.2, role-players, while operating in a fictional virtual world, try to create realistic 

characters and do not shy away from complicated issues or controversial topics, such as sexism 

and racism.  As such, external beliefs, motivations, or experiences find their way into the 

characters and stories that players create. 

IC/OCC Information Boundary. 

The information social norms described in Section 4.4.2.2 suggest a functional boundary 

between in-character and out-of-character in terms of how information should be used in role-

playing.  Essentially, out-of-character information should not be used while in-character unless it 

is information that has been agreed upon as having already been understood or known by the 

characters.  Drawing from the discussions above, a simple example would be that a character 

who was a spy would not be known as a spy unless the other characters that they interacted with 

somehow found out about it during a role-playing scene, story, or plot.  Even if the players 

behind the other characters knew that the first character was indeed a spy, utilizing this 

privileged information through their character would disrupt the story and violate the “no meta-

gaming” information social norm.   

That said, a great deal of information discussed in while out-of-character or through out-

of-character channels directly impacts role-playing activities.  As discussed in Section 4.4.3, 

role-players use dedicated channels to separate in-character and out-of-character information as 

well as communally understood symbols to designate out-of-character information that makes its 

way into in-character conversations.  As described in Sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.4, this information 

might be used for ensuring consent between players and their characters or simply sharing 

character or lore information that is needed to advance a story.  The in-character and out-of-

character information boundary is necessary for efficient role-playing and is explicitly 

understood and enforced by role-players, albeit to different degrees based on the level and type 

of role-playing. 

4.4.5.2 RQ1e:  Boundaries within the Role-Playing Community.  Any player that 

regularly engages in role-playing activities is a part of the role-playing community within 

WildStar.  However, as mentioned in the social types and social norms sections above, there are 
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different themes and levels of role-playing.  Additionally, different types of role-playing and 

role-players will hold different information values, particularly in regards to the use of lore 

information.   These social norms, types, and information values can create boundaries between 

different subgroups of role-players.  As one informant simply states: 

[Player]: The Roleplay Community is a lot more like a tribal band society with a variety 

of groups within it with their own tastes, and subcultures.  

The variety of groups and subcultures can explicitly manifest in the creation of guilds and 

advancement of their own communal stories and plots.  As mentioned in the social types section, 

guilds may advertise themselves as a heavy role-playing guild, for example, in order to convey 

their level of role-playing, their information values, and expectations for behavior and 

participation.  While individual role-players are free to pursue plots and create characters outside 

of their guilds, the activities and stories within a guild are typically kept within the themes and 

rules established and enforced by the guild.  Role-players may choose to join a guild for a variety 

of reasons, such as the theme or plotline or because they are joining their friends.  However, role-

players are also mindful of the information values, social norms, and styles or levels of role-

playing in the guilds and stories they are involved with and in.  Differences in any of these areas 

may result in the player taking their character elsewhere, the guild removing the player, or an 

attempt to bring the player up to speed on the guild’s social norms and information values, as 

described in Section 4.4.2.4.    

For stories and plots that are not affiliated with a guild, the participants typically establish 

the rules and expectations of the story and plot before beginning.  In forum role-playing, for 

example, the original story’s author(s) typically pitch a story, suggest a rule set, and establish 

participation expectations before beginning the actual role-playing.  Many of the boundaries 

between role-players are implicit in nature simply based on the types of activities they are 

involved in (i.e., they are participating in different stories or plots).   

Despite differences in levels, themes, social norms, and information values between 

different subgroups of role-players, most role-players still see and identify their community as a 

large cohesive group.  As one informant describes:   

[Player]: basically, my experience on the culture of the community is broken down into 

two main divisions.  there are of course a middle ground but the two that I've 

predominantly seen are the people who stick tightly to the established lore and don't 
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accept anything outside of those bounds favorably and there's a group who accepts that 

the lore exists but mostly make up their own lore and use the canon from Carbine as a 

loose set of guidelines.  rules differ between the two group  

[Player]: mainly.  For instance our old guild leader wouldn't accept anything that strayed 

from the accepted lore, things as simple as "aurin become incredibly hyperactive on 

caffiene".  So, I guess the culture of the community that I've witnessed can be very 

divisive on some topics but seem to stick together when things really count.  Though I've 

found that a lot of the players that I've encountered tend to be a bit more pessimistic and 

jump to the "doom train" when it comes to something that  

[Player]: they don't necessarily agree with.  like with the announcement of the 

megaservers 

As suggested above, social norms and information values relating to lore information are 

primary factors that may can create boundaries between groups of role-players.  Despite that, the 

community does come together around their affinity for all things role-playing and WildStar.  

The next section will describe the boundary between the role-playing community and players 

with different interests, others among the general WildStar population.    

4.4.5.3 RQ1e:  Role-Playing and General WildStar Communities.  While various 

subgroups of role-players exist, role-players collectively identify as their own community.  

Intrinsically, the role-playing community within WildStar is a subset of the larger, general 

WildStar community.  Much of the information used by general WildStar players is also used and 

sought by role-players, suggesting a fairly permeable information boundary between the 

communities. 

However, as described in the sections above, the role-playing community can be 

characterized by various social types as well as specific social norms, information values, and 

normative information behaviors.   While differences in interests and activities are the simple 

explanations for the boundary between these communities, there are cultural boundaries between 

the communities due to differences in social norms.  This boundary was most apparent prior to 

the announcement of the megaserver, which foretold the planned merging of the dedicated role-

playing servers together with the non-role-playing servers.  As mentioned in the previous 

section, some role-players expressed concerns before the server merger about how the non-role-



154 
 

players would interact with role-players after the populations were combined.  Some even went 

as far as to leave the game. 

Prior to the mega- servers, role-players had their own server dedicated to role-playing.  

While non-role-players could join and play characters on role-playing servers, non-role-players 

typically tend to join more servers oriented for other activities such as player-versus-player or 

player-versus-environment.  Since role-playing on Nexus, with the exception of role-playing that 

occurs on sky plots, is typically hosted in public areas, role-players were often worried that non-

role-players would interrupt or interfere with their activities and events or harass them directly.    

For instance, during one of my interviews with a Dominion character that occurred after the 

server merger, a non-role-player approached our characters to ask for help: 

Jonti Thort: How about your run-in with Exiles? 

[Player 1, in /say]: Hey, either of you want to fight Metal Maw? 

Jonti Thort: ((No thanks, [Player 1])) 

[Character 2]: checks watch. "Mebbe later! We are in busytimes!" 

[Player 1, in /say]: Oh okay, sorry for bothering you! 

[Character/Player 2 in /party]: That was encouragingly polite :) 

Jonti Thort in /party: Yes! 

Jonti Thort in /party: Was a little worried after they were standing there watching for a 

bit. 

[Character 2]: So, where were we? Exiles? Lessee... not much interaction that didn't 

involve an exchange of zaps and zowies… 

My informant’s choice of words here makes it seem that the exchange with the non-role-

player went more smoothly that expected.  However, other role-players did report positive 

experiences and interactions with non-role-players after the merger.  As another informant 

explains:   

[Player]: Myself, I think that the Megaservers have been a largely positive experience.  

From what I've seen running [an online music service] I've seen a lot of PvE'ers out at 

shows and making requests and largely being positive.  they enjoy things and I haven't 

seen the "roving packs of griefers" that people were afraid of when they were first 

announced.  I've seen more people out and about.  As far as my guild goes I haven't seen 

any difference.  We haven't gotten any more applications and  
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[Player]: things ahve been kinda stagnant.  but I don't think this is particularly attributed 

to the megaservers but more to peoples' lack of enjoyment of the game for their own 

reasons. 

The above informant reports their experiences with non-role-players have been mostly 

positive, with some even getting involved during some of the live role-playing events.  Another 

informant has similar experiences and mentioned that the role-playing might have overreacted to 

the news because they are protective of their own: 

[Player]: Hmm... I think the easiest of those to answer would be what sorts of things do 

people not tolerate... and to put it blunty, they don't tolerate people being assholes to one 

another. One of the biggest gripes that came about when they announced mega servers 

was the fear of trolling by the PvE'ers. If any of the roleplayers in this community acted 

in such a way I don't think it would be taken very kindly. 

[Player]: Even though people might not say it out right, I think a lot if not most 

roleplayers are protective of one another. 

Jon Thorstein: Has there been any major issues with the non-RPers? 

[Player]: Not that I've seen personally. I've heard once or twice about incidents where the 

PvE'ers were being unsavory... but its been very limited. 

Jon Thorstein: Well I guess that is better than it could have been. 

[Player]: I [host public role-playing events] on Wednesday nights and I've actually seen a 

couple of PvE'ers jumping in on the roleplay from time to time. 

[Player]: It's refreshing. 

Jon Thorstein: That is a good thing to see! 

[Player]: Agreed. 

While the influx of players did not necessarily result in a lot of new role-players, the 

relations between role-players and non-role-players seemed to be mostly positive, with some of 

the general population taking interest and participating in public role-playing events from time to 

time.  Some of my other informants reported similar experiences with the general population as 

well.  When asked to describe the general culture or community of the game, one another 

informant explained: 

[Player]: The culture of the game that I've seen is not quite like the other MMOs I've 

played. The general crowd of people I've encountered are largely pretty mature and seem 
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to be over the age of 20. It's fairly grown-up in tone, I think maybe due in part to the 

hardcore reputation of the game. I played WoW [World of Warcraft] when it first 

released and there was a lot of really juvenile jokes, sexist/racist/bigoted remarks, and 

harassment, but I haven't seen much of it to date in WS. People generally  

[Player]: don't use homophobic slurs... 

As this player suggests, it could be that WildStar caters and appeals to a slightly more 

mature and open demographic.  As another informant added: 

[Player]: I really love the wildstar community! People are very welcoming and open, 

other communities can get very exclusive with little circles of people, but most of this 

community really embrace new people, even where you have guilds with their own 

families and plotlines going on. It's quite natural and accepting. 

Jon Thorstein: I've seen the same too :) 

[Player]: Plus there's not been many issues with problematic people - sexism, racism 

LGBT-phobia, that kind of thing. It probably helps that the races are canonically quite 

diverse in those sort of ways. None of it is totally perfect but it's a lot better than some of 

the stuff out there. 

These characterizations echo my personal experiences and observations within the game 

that the community is welcome and opening to people from all backgrounds and aware of social 

justice issues.  However, as the informant mentioned, issues and problems do arise, and my time 

in the game was limited.  As mentioned in Section 4.4.1.2, the ways that players portray their 

characters may signal negative behaviors or controversial beliefs that are contrary to the social 

norms and values of role-players.  After the merger, one of my informants noticed a slight 

change in how non-role-players dressed their characters:   

[Player]: This is one area where the culture differs HUGELY  

[Player]: I think beacuse... 

[Player]: There are so many men playing as women 

[Player]: Being able to be whatever gender you want for whatever reasoon hs surprising 

consequences. 

[Player]: I used to play FF14 [Final Fantasy 14, another MMO] 

Jonti Thort: That is a trend that spans MMOs for sure 

[Player]: There was a veritable army... 
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[Player]: Of men playing as women in bikinis :/ 

Jonti Thort: eesh :/ 

[Player]: It breaks my immersion a lot, beacuse I wouldnt' see someone fighting with a 

sword in battle 

[Player]: Wearing a bikini. 

[Player]: When I was on [the pre-merger role-playing server], I never saw it. 

[Player]: Now that megasrevers have hit, I've been seeing it again. 

This issue was also touched on in Section 4.4.1.2.  The ways that players present their 

characters or avatars can impact the level of immersion while players and their characters engage 

in role-playing activities.  Sparsely clothed or armored female warriors are a common and 

unfortunate trope that has spanned sci-fi and fantasy games and fiction for decades, if not 

longer.62  As the informant mentions, this sort of trend can break immersion because it is not 

realistic.  Additionally, these choices have other consequences, as the informant continues:  

[Player]: My girlfirend palys W* too 

[Player]: Part of my concenr is for her. 

Jonti Thort: Understandable 

[Player]: I know the "combat bikinis" as she calls them bother her. 

Jonti Thort: Even as a male player And rightly so! 

Jonti Thort: Ack, even as a male player that has had female avatars, that has always made 

me uncomfortable 

[Player]: I don't mind male players playing as females 

[Player]: As long as how they play them is respectful to women 

Jonti Thort: This^^ 

Sexist representations of characters can create a variety of issues for players of any 

gender.  This observation reiterates the importance of respect for and consent from others in the 

role-playing community.  While the “warriors in bikinis” infraction might seem like a small one, 

this sort of treatment may not be as tolerated by role-players due to their social norms and 

information values as it would be in the general population.  That said, as described above, 

exceptions are sometimes made during role-playing in the name of realism.   This phenomenon 

                                                 
62 This webcomic from Eleyon Art summarizes the issue:  http://irenemartini.deviantart.com/art/Girls-and-
Videogames-355442090 
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will be discussed in Chapter 5.  Furthermore, this example also leads into the next section on 

personal life and social preferences. 

4.4.5.4 RQ1e:  Personal Life and Social Preferences.  While my primary interface with 

role-players occurred within the game, I was interested to learn about how role-playing fit into 

the rest of their lives.  This section will be reported a bit more generally to exclude details that 

may be personally identifiable.  While many role-players considered their friendships and 

relationships with other role-players in the game to be meaningful and true friendships, most did 

not interact with or know one other outside of role-playing or in the real world.  When asked if 

there was a boundary between role-playing and their personal life, one informant remarked: 

[Player]: Big time for [me]. I keep the two almost entirely separate [sic]. That's not to say 

I'm a different person living a duel life, but more, game friends are game friends and real 

life friends are real life friends. Both are equally important, but different. Very rarely 

have I had overlap (Grand total of once). I don't even really share much of my personal 

life with people online. 

[Player]: I also tend to be a sort of distant person at times. 

[Player]:  Plays into it some. 

While this player seemed to suggest that they are a bit introverted, most of the other role-

players that I discussed this with shared similar answers.  Some mentioned that their own 

families and real life friends did not even know that they were role-players.   

However, there were some exceptions.  For example, one informant said they were 

planning an overseas trip and would be staying with friends they had been role-playing with for 

years, but that it would be their first time meeting in the flesh.  Other informants mentioned that 

they did role-playing activities in real life, but through playing tabletop role-playing games (such 

as Dungeons & Dragons) with different sets of friends or family members and not through 

WildStar or other online role-playing games. 

While interacting with other role-players outside of the game seemed to be a rare 

occurrence, there was one significant exception: couples.  At least two pairs of the informants 

that participated in my interviews were in relationships with each other and others, as seen 

above, mentioned that their partners also played the game or that they had met their partners 

through role-playing.  This finding will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 
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4.4.5.5 RQ1e:  Global Cultural Boundaries.  Boundaries also existed between different 

global cultures.  While WildStar is region locked63, many role-players from around the world 

role-play on North American servers.  This creates the potential for clashes between different 

cultures on the global stage.  As mentioned by one of my informants in the personal IC/OOC 

boundary section above, learning about the culture of the other role-players you are interacting 

with is also important.  This can be especially challenging for international role-players who are 

unfamiliar with the English language or Western Culture.  As one informant explains: 

[Player]: Sometimes I meet people who are not very... understanding to my-- 

[Player]: -- culture or even try to understand I have trouble conveying myself. I try my 

best to explain myself and be more empathetic for sure. For instance, I get into arguments 

with my guildies sometimes about views in masculinity portrayed in America and in 

Asia. Like hmmm umm, my Dominion character so happens to look androgynous, he's a 

guy, does wear fashionable stylish regalia, has long hair which could be seen as 'girly' to 

the Americans. But in Asia, we don't see it as girly  

[Player]: or effeminate. Our aesthetic preferences are more graceful and delicate. 

[Player]: And I take offense to having my character teased as unmanly or girly. 

[Player]: But I try to be understanding that there's cultural differences and all. 

As seen above, gender norms and roles can vary across different cultures.  While this 

informant is understandably offended by some of the treatment their characters have endured, 

they realize that cultural differences exist and does their best to explain their culture to others. 

These issues can also become exacerbated by language barriers as well.  As an informant 

mentions: 

[Player]: Yeah, I end up getting into arguments with my friends and guildies who took 

my words wrongly. Sometimes I wonder if I'm the problem 8( I try hard to reread what I 

type before hitting send. 

Despite their modesty and apologies at the beginning of our interviews, this informant 

was as fluent in English as I am (or more so).  Even so, they noted some negative experiences 

caused by the language barrier or boundary.  English is a notoriously difficult language to learn, 

                                                 
63 Region locked means that once you choose a server region, you can only create and play characters on servers in 
that region (North America, Pacific, European regions, etc.).  Some games allow players to you to switch regions for 
free and others require a fee or a separate copy of the game to be purchased. 
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but international role-players such as this informant go above and beyond in order to improve 

their language skills despite some misunderstandings caused by clashing cultures and new 

languages. 

4.4.5.6 RQ1e:  Logistical and Time Boundaries.  Role-playing in WildStar is a time-

consuming activity.  Many of my in-character interviews ranged from one to two hours in length 

(in addition to the out-of-character portion of the interview sets) and most of the public role-

playing events I participated in lasted two or more hours.  Simple logistics and time can also 

create boundaries for role-players.   

Given the time commitment it takes to develop and research characters and actually 

engage in role-playing, many role-players have to balance their time with other commitments.  

As mentioned above, forum role-playing is an asynchronous alternative to in-game role-playing 

because it allows role-players to participate in stories and plots on a schedule that works for 

them.  In-game role-playing occurs in real time.  As seen in the example in Section 4.4.3.3, 

information or statements that get lost in the blur of conversation may be disregarded if they are 

passed over too quickly and not noticed or if a correction or new direction in the conversation 

arises.   

In relation to the previous boundary, differences in time based on the geographical 

location of players can also create problems.  As one of my international informants stated: 

[Player]: Ah yes, the most prevailing boundary for me would be timezone conflicts. Most 

RP happen in the mornings for me, I have to force myself out of the bed to RP with the 

Americans XD My job is also full-time, 5 days a week so I end up missing out a lot of RP 

action sometimes. When I do actually get online like... right now, I'm usually gaming 

alone 8( and my friend list is empty. The only time I get a lot of RP activity is during 

weekends or on days where I get time off. Time to  

[Player]: game/RP is definitely an issue to me. [removed, unrelated] 

Even while balancing work and other commitments and dealing with a massive 

difference in time zones, this informant schedules and dedicates their limited time to be able to 

role-play with others on the other side of the planet.   

4.4.5.7 RQ1e:  Boundaries Summary.  Role-players encounter a variety of boundaries 

with different levels of permeability.  The in-character and out-of-character boundary limits the 

transfer of privileged out-of-character information into the in-character information world as 
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well as stresses a personal boundary that attempts to protect players from hurt feelings and 

negative situations that their characters may experience.  While boundaries exist between 

subgroups of role-players due to different levels and/or of role-playing; closed, group- or guild-

based stories and plots, they still collectively identify as their own identity and freely share 

information related to role-playing with each other via the means described in Section 4.4.3.  

Relatedly, while members of the role-playing community expressed initial concerns about the 

server merger, most reported their relations with non-role-players were positive.     

Interestingly, online role-players do not typically engage in role-playing activities with 

people they know or have met in real life unless they are in a relationship.  Differences in 

cultures around the worlds and language barriers also serve as boundaries, but are often 

overcome by information exchange across cultures.  Similarly, role-players dedicate a great deal 

of time to role-playing while balancing other commitments. 

4.4.6 RQ1:  Information Worlds Summary 

Members of the role-playing community inhabit multiple overlapping information 

worlds.  Broadly speaking, this includes: in-character, out-of-character or role-playing 

community, general WildStar community, and various other information worlds external to the 

game in which the player is a member. 

Characters, controlled by their players, inhabit the in-character information world.  Here, 

information is gained through other characters or via out-of-character communication during 

role-playing activities.  The social types of characters are moderated by the social norms 

enforced by the role-playing community in the out-of-character information world.   

The players behind the characters and the other members of the role-playing community 

inhabit the out-of-character information world.  The social norms and information values of role-

players have a major impact on the social types and normative information behaviors exhibited 

by the community and contribute to the creation of various boundaries.  These distinct social 

norms, normative information behaviors, and information values differentiate the role-playing 

community for the general WildStar community, whose information needs and behaviors may 

vary based on their interests or activities in the game, besides role-playing of course.   

The information worlds outside of the game include the personal relationships, 

backgrounds, and professions of the role-players in the “real” world.  These external information 

worlds influence the role-playing information worlds to different degrees.  For example, an 
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education or background in a particular area might enable the player to create a more realistic 

character.  Similarly, a role-player may share information with their in-game role-playing 

friends, but that may be unlikely with their friends in real life, unless they happen to be 

romantically involved.  The relationships between the concepts of information worlds seen in the 

findings described above and summarized here will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 

4.5 RQ2:  The Digital Literacy Practices of Active Role-Players 

As detailed in Section 3.4.1, the digital literacy practices and skills used by role-players 

are analyzed through the Partnership for 21st Century Learning’s (2011) frameworks for 

information, media, and information communications technology (ICT) literacy.64  The 

following sub-sections will explore and describe digital literacy practices and skills that were 

evident during my participant observations of and engagements with role-players within the 

game as well as seen through the semi-structured interviews and collected community artifacts.  

The following research question will be addressed in the sections to come: 

2. To what extent do MMORPG players develop and use digital literacy skills? 

4.5.1 RQ2:  The Information Literacy Practices of Role-Players 

As defined by P21 (2011c), information literacy includes the abilities to: 

1. Access and evaluate information 

 Access information efficiently (time) and effectively (sources) 

 Evaluate information critically and competently. (para. 1) 

2. Use and manage information 

 Use information accurately and creatively for the issues or problem at hand 

 Manage the flow of information from a wide variety of sources 

 Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information. (para. 2) 

Given that information literacy practices and skills can be considered information 

behaviors in their own rights, the ways in which role-players access, evaluate, use, and manage 

information have been described in Sections 4.4.3 and 4.4.4 above.  However, this section will 

                                                 
64 Again, digital literacy practices and skills as described within this dissertation are considered to include a 
combination of information, media, and information communications technology literacy practices and skills. 
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explore additional examples of these information behaviors as they relate to the aspects of 

information literacy. 

As seen in the sections above, other players and characters are important and trusted 

sources of information both in- and out-of-character and many role-players turn to their peers to 

seek out and access information as well as to evaluate it.  When asked about how they knew 

whether the information they were getting was useful or valid, one of my informants responded 

bluntly: 

[Player]:  Is it naive to say I trust people to not be jackasses? =P 

As seen in Sections 4.4.3 and 4.4.4, role-players often turn to their peers, directly or 

indirectly, to find information.  Since community members are a convenient and knowledgeable 

source of information, it is not necessarily naïve for role-players to seek out and trust information 

and advice from other role-players, particularly when it comes to character and related role-

playing information.  However, as seen in Sections 4.4.1 and 4.4.4, different levels of role-

playing and types of role-players have different criteria for the types of information that are 

usable for their role-playing.  Role-players often engage in discussions about the quality and 

sources of their information.  For example, at the beginning of a public role-playing event, the 

host turned to the out-of-character party chat to offer the following disclaimer before the event 

began: 

[Host]: Awesome - so yea, anything you know, or if I get anything wrong - please keep 

me honest!  Add what you know, and we'll have fun and good times. 

[Host]: Also I did clear as much of this as I could with Pappy from Carbine, so - while I 

will try very hard not to wander off into too much uncharted territory, I did actually 

check/research as much as I could! 

This move both states at the forefront that the research has been done and from where the 

information has been sourced, but also offers an opening for discussion about the quality and 

accuracy of the information to other participants in attendance in case they might have 

conflicting opinions or additional information.  Stating the source of the information used has 

more to do with validating their claims and ensuring that the information is accurate and usable 

for role-playing rather than demonstrating an understanding of the ethical or legal concerns about 

the use of information.  However, attributing the authors or sources of information or other 

content is encouraged in the community.  For example, the second rule listed on the code of 
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conduct posted to one of the role-playing community’s primary forums directly stipulates this: 

 

Figure 3: Code of Conduct Excerpt:  "Do not steal content." 

This prohibition on the use of both intellectual and artistic property without permission or 

attribution applies to both information and media and implies that doing so would be a violation 

of the community’s standards and potentially a legal issue.  Of course, this depends on each role-

players’ understanding of the potential ethical and legal issues, which was not easily observed 

nor directly measured in this study.  However, this could be an example of more involved, 

experienced, or knowledgeable sharing information and encouraging or enforcing certain 

information behaviors over others.  This reliance on collective intelligence and social support for 

information literacy skills is supported by previous work and will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Role-players are also resourceful in using information that is made available through 

other sources.  As one player shares some helpful information by reminding other participants at 

an event: 

[Player]: if you haven't checked the Osun sections of your Galactic Archive - tab next to 

the lore section where your datacubes and journals are, I highly suggest you do. :) 

Lore information that is unlocked through exploring, questing, and finding datacubes 

across Nexus is automatically saved to each character’s Galactic Archive within WildStar.  This 

in-game information as well as other lore information from Carbine is often collected and 

managed on community websites, forums, and wiki sites.  There, players collect, compile, and 

manage information to create a variety of guides for role-playing or compendiums of lore 

information on particular topics, such as specific storylines, particular races or classes, or regions 

within the game.  In Figure 4 below, for example, one community member put together a guide 

to direct role-players to guides about class lore that other community members had created.  

While each guide exists in its own thread on the site, this particular community member 

organized all of the information and put it into one place so that others would have an easier time 

finding this information.   
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Figure 4: Class Lore Guides 

 

Figure 5: Character Naming Thread Part 1. 

Similarly, as seen in the thread above about naming conventions for each of the races, 

one of the community members adds to the already posted information with some examples from 
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their research and correspondence with Carbine Studios employees, Scooter in this case.65  As 

described in the normative information behaviors and information values sections, role-players 

often reach out to Carbine employs to find, clarify, or verify information; information from 

official sources has a major impact on role-playing.  For example, after the above information 

was shared in the thread, another role-player commented that this new information and its source 

completely changed their stance on their character’s name, as seen in Figure 6 below. The below 

example also demonstrates the additional research a player puts into their character.  While they 

eventually went with another name, this player researched the Latin words and their meanings 

when considering different surnames for their character.  As mentioned in the social norms and 

information value sections above, adhering to the official lore—in this example racial naming 

conventions—is important for role-playing.  This is also another example of a role-player’s 

relying on the information literacy skills of other role-players within the community.  As seen in 

the figure below as well as in Section 4.4.3, role-players often turn to other players or the 

resources developed and managed by community members when seeking information.   

 

Figure 6: Character Naming Part 2.  

That said, role-players also seek, share, manage, and evaluate unofficial lore information 

or headcanon.  For example, below is an introduction to a lengthy forum post in which a 

community member shares the lore they have come up with to facilitate their role-playing: 

                                                 
65 Scooter was a former Community Lead at Carbine Studios who has since moved to a different company. 
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[Player 1]:  Hello there! I've come up with a lot of little factoids that I've used or referred 

to in my Roleplay in Wildstar, and I thought I'd make a thread to help keep it all straight. 

I invite others to use this thread to post similar things of little details or wrinkles they've 

come up with for their characters in the game. I mostly play Aurin so this part will be 

heavily aurin-focused! Here we go! 

The post goes on to describe a variety of aspects of the Aurin lore, such as their legends 

and culture, based partly on official information as well as new information that was extrapolated 

from the player’s research and experiences.  Another player visits the thread to ask the original 

poster’s advice: 

[Player 2]:  I'm a bit curious as to where you think the white-furred aurin live, because 

this is probably the closest I'll get to a real concept of Arboria for the time being. 

[Player 1]:  Well I think according to strict lore, any aurin of any color can be born 

anywhere. I tend to try to come up with some sort of camouflage explanation or 

something? So my white haired aurin I say comes from the arctic/snowy region. 

[Player 2]:  Thanks so much for the answer! Out of curiosity, are there any real-life 

cultures you'd say that the different regions take after? I'm curious about what the villages 

look like.  

And I just realized this character has the same first name as one of the [NPCs with 

significance to the Aurin lore]. AWKWARD. But that's actually really cool because if 

she's a historical figure then this one has a namesake! 

[Player 3]:  I am over the moon that you posted, such a beautiful and detailed Lore that 

helps expand and grow the Standard addition. It has always been my belief, that the base 

Lore is there as a guideline, and not a rigid gospel we must all adhere to less we face 

persecution from our fellow Rpers. I have come back to your thread time after time trying 

to find the inspiration to create a guide for the Mechari. Yet I am less than hopeful that I 

could catch, let alone create the same attention to details as you have. Please continue to 

push the boundaries and gray areas of the worlds Lore. I want to fight for a world with 

more players such as yourself, who dream BIG! 

[Player 1]:  To be fair this is the result of a year of roleplay and making character 

backgrounds, I just figured I hit a point where if I didn't write it down I'd forget stuff. 

[Player 3]:  No wonder I am failing miserably at my attempt! Bravo though for getting it 
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all down, my heart just beams for you. Thank you so much for sharing and being such an 

amazing example! 

Above we can see community members discussing their interpretation of known lore 

information as well as evaluating and sharing content that they have generated in order to help 

other players in the community, much to their appreciation.  This appreciation also indicates that 

these role-players are likely to be medium level role-players due to their openness to headcanon 

information.  However, as seen above, Player 1 is quick to reference official lore when 

answering Player 2’s question.  This could be meant to clarify the distinction between headcanon 

and official lore information in their post and/or a defensive statement made to justify the 

information in case of a potential dispute.  Nonetheless, by collecting their personal headcanon 

and compiling it into a useful guide for other players, this serves as another example of effective 

information use. 

While role-playing, some characters also exhibited some information literacy practices 

and skills as well.  For example, in the following interview excerpt, I ask one of my informants 

to tell me a bit more about their character’s job and how they get along with their fellow Exiles: 

[Character]: beams. "Oh, it's super great! Everyone's so helpful, and we're out there 

doing really important Stuff. Like... shipping. Lots of shipping. I have no idea what 

R&D is doing with all that stuff." 

[Character]: Um. How honest should I be about the fellow Exiles thing? 

Jon Thorstein, in OOC /party: My brother works in logistics :) 

Jon Thorstein: As honest as you feel comfortable with sharing.  One of the goals of this 

research is to find ways to help unite the Exiles, so knowing both the good and the bad 

parts are important. 

[Player, in OOC /party]: Oh, I should probably mention this. IDK how familiar you are 

with [my guild's] premise, but [my character] does more spy stuff than spreadsheets. She 

won't talk about that IC, but I'm happy to OOC if needed. 

Jon Thorstein, in OOC /party: Ah, that makes sense!   

Jon Thorstein: I assume that you work with others to get information needed for logistics 

work. So I was wondering how that was going. 

[Character]: Well, I have my own cubicle in the lab complex with a terminal and 

everything. The Logistics director, [another player’s character; her boss], gives me some 
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objective--call omniplasm vendors for quotes or find a way to transport and dispose of 

medical waste or something--and I do it. It's mostly forms and computer work. 

Above, my informant effectively conceals her true identity by feeding me misinformation 

about her work life.  It also serves as another example of using multiple channels for information 

sharing with role-playing.  Without the informant telling her backstory to me in the out-of-

character /party chat, I would have been none the wiser; however, the ruse is effective on 

Thorstein, who continues on unknowing of the truth and asks more about her work in logistics.  

As seen in Section 4.4.2, breaking the in-character/out-of-character information boundary by 

using this private information while in-character would have violated the “no meta-gaming” rule.  

The player also effectively uses information by sharing enough about their cover profession to 

seem knowledgeable and protect their true identity and motives.      

4.5.1.1 Information Literacy Practices Summary.  As described above as well as in 

Section 4.4.3, role-players exhibit a variety of information literacy practices and skills in order to 

facilitate their role-playing activities.  The information created, used, shared, and managed by the 

community is evaluated in accordance with the various information social norms and information 

value systems of role-players, as discussed in Sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.4.  Additionally, these 

evaluation criteria are often dictated by the level of role-playing or social type of role-player. 

Role-players often turn to their community for information as well as to leverage the 

research and information literacy skills of their peers to their benefit.  That action in itself is an 

effective and efficient means of seeking information or information literacy practice.  Given the 

sheer amount and diversity of information related to role-playing in WildStar, this division of 

labor benefits the entire community as each member can contribute or participate in their own 

way, based on the skill sets that they may or may not have.  The collaborative nature of 

information literacy practices supports previous findings from other researchers and will be 

discussed in Chapter 5.   The social theme apparent in the description of information literacy 

practices thus far will continue in the next section, which focuses on media literacy practices. 

4.5.2 RQ2:  The Media Literacy Practices of Role-Players 

Media literacy is defined by P21 (2011d) as the abilities to: 

1. Analyze media 

 Understand both how and why media messages are constructed, and for what 

purposes 
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 Examine how individuals interpret messages differently, how values and 

points of view are included or excluded, and how media can influence beliefs 

and behaviors 

 Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of media. (para. 1) 

2. Create media products 

 Understand and utilize the most appropriate media creation tools, 

characteristics and conventions 

 Understand and effectively utilize the most appropriate expressions and 

interpretations in diverse, multi-cultural environments. (para. 2) 

Role-players interact with a variety of media types both within and outside of the virtual 

game world of WildStar.  This section will describe how role-players both engage with media 

messages as well as create their own media to facilitate their activities both in- and out-of-

character.    

Many of the media messages most important to role-players come from Carbine Studios.  

These media messages often contain information about the state of the game, upcoming changes, 

or, as seen in Section 4.4.4.2, lore information that could potential impact characters and their 

stories.  Recall the following example from Section 4.4.4.2, where a player shares a social media 

post from Pappy about the possibility of deserts on the Aurin’s home planet, Arboria: 

[Player 1]: Just in case there was anyone concerned, Pappy just confirmed that desert 

Aurin are entirely possible 

[Player 2]: just did? like twitch or sometin? 

[Player 3]: Hooray! 

[Player 1]: MAybe not just, idk.  But on his twitter he did 

[Player 1]: I just happened to see it come across my dash 

[Player 2]: hrm....well they can make like, super cacti land 

[Player 4]: :D 

[Player 4]: There can be forests in the desert.  

[Player 1]: "The possible existence of deserts on Arboria is not negated [b]y this lore" 

Above, Player 1 shares their interpretation of the social media message they had gotten 

from Pappy via Twitter.  Note that the quote they cite only mentions the potential existence of 
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deserts on Arboria, and not necessarily that there were Desert Aurin.  Player 2 immediately asks 

for the source of the media message, presumably to confirm it for themselves.  Social media 

messages such as this are used and interpreted by role-players in order to facilitate their role-

playing.  Based on this social media message, a player could develop an Aurin character from the 

deserts of Arboria and then refer to this message as a justification for their choices if challenged 

by another role-player without this knowledge. 

Discussing the content and implications of media messages is a common behavior for 

role-players.  In another example, a role-playing community member analyzes a post from 

Carbine Studios about the upcoming (at the time) changes as part of the implementation of the 

Free-To-Play (FTP) business model that WildStar was transitioning to and highlights the 

differences between the FTP and subscription options in a forum post for other role-players:  

 

Figure 7: Interpretation of Media Messages 
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   The post continues on detailing the other differences between the FTP and paid 

subscription options in a boiled down, too long, didn’t read (TL; DR) summary.  At face value, 

some of this information may not look like it is relevant to role-playing activities.  However, 

differences in the number of characters you can create and the number of décor items a player 

can have in their sky plot(s) impact the choices role-players make when creating or deleting a 

character, potentially beginning or ending a story, or the level of detail that can be put into the 

the design of a character’s sky plot(s), which are often used to host role-playing events.  The 

original poster also includes a link at the beginning of their post to show where the information 

came from.  Citing the source of the media is used to support their post and does not necessarily 

demonstrate an understanding of the legal or ethical implications of (mis)using media.  However, 

as mentioned in Section 4.5.1.1, the community website’s code of conduct does warn against 

using artistic or intellectual property without permissions or attributions. 

Role-players also create various forms of media for engaging with their community both 

in- and out-of-character.  As seen in the previous section, players often create text-based guides 

for role-playing that covers lore information or tips for role-playing.  However, some players go 

above and beyond these text guides and create video guides.  For example, one player created a 

series of YouTube video guides focused on role-playing in MMOs using footage sourced from a 

variety of other MMOs and shared it on the community forums: 

 

Figure 8: Media Creation:  YouTube Video RP Guide 

Creating online video content sourced from a variety of MMOs requires knowledge of 

appropriate screen capturing technology, scriptwriting, as well as related digital media creation 

skills.  While not everyone in the community possesses these skills, those who do not still benefit 

from the results of those who do.   

Much of the media created by role-players is intended to help or share information with 

the community.  However, role-players also use and create media in creative ways.  For example, 
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during a live role-playing event, a pair of characters play a song to commemorate the event and 

honor their friend: 

[Character 1]: looks to [a male Aurin in character], letting him prepare the guitar as 

she brushes at her hair, "Um... this. This is for my cousin... this is for [her cousin’s 

name]. It's... our song." 

[Character 2]: takes the guitar strapped onto his back, moving it into position in front 

of him. He'd look to [the female Aurin], giving a nod, before peering down to the 

instrument he holds. He flexes his fingers, before they begin to pluck at the strings to 

make a resounding melody that echoes through the air! 

[Character 1]: (( For added audio: http://tinyurl.com/memorialsong )) 

[Character 1]: waits for things to quieten down, for the guitar to be the only sound. She 

takes a few slow steadying breaths, eyes flicking shut for a second before opening 

again and gazing up, out, past the audience to a point in the far distance. As the guitar 

starts to play she counts the beats out loud under her breath, as well as tapping them 

out on her leg, before lifting her chin up and starting to sing - loud and clear, from her 

diaphragm, her voice carrying a smooth and steady melody. 

[Character 1]: Atop the crags and cliffs the air is thin; so we'll find a mountain path on 

down the hill. 

During the event, the pair of Aurin above performed a song to honor the female Aurin’s 

cousin.  Using an ((out-of-character)) insertion, the performing Aurin shared a link to the song 

on YouTube, where the audience members could listen to the song as it was performed by the 

original artist while the two Aurin role-played as if they were performing it in game.  By sharing 

the link, the player also attributes the song to its true performer, clarifying that they did not write 

the song.  The female Aurin shared lyrics in an appropriately timed manner to match the rhythm 

and cadence of the actual song to simulate an actual performance.  Including the song during the 

live role-playing event made the experience feel more immersive and enjoyable.  Role-players 

use media to augment their role-playing activities.  

Creating and sharing media is also a means of community building.  For example, many 

role-players take screenshots of their characters and their adventures to share on the forums or 

through social media services, primarily Tumblr and Twitter.  Another example of media 
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creation can be seen in using media tools, ChibiMaker66 in this case, to create customized cute, 

anime art style portraits of their characters.  Figures 9, 10, and 11 below contain examples of 

media creation, experimentation, and sharing as well as troubleshooting.   

 

Figure 9: Media Creation:  Chibi Characters 

Above, having been reminded of a similar tool, the original poster shares a link to the 

Chibi Maker website and shares a portrayal of their character using it.  This demonstrates some 

knowledge of appropriate media creation tools, although only justifies its use due to its flexibility 

and their personal preference in comparison to the other tool.  After sharing the media creation 

tool, many other players began experimenting with it, creating different versions and 

representations of their character and sharing them with each other, as seen in Figure 10 below.   

                                                 
66 More information can be found here:  http://www.dolldivine.com/chibi-maker.php.   ChibiMaker © 2011-2013 
was developed by gen8.deviantart.com.  All screenshots are used in accordance with the Fair Use doctrine as stated 
in Section 107 of the Copyright Act for nonprofit educational, research, and noncommercial purposes.   

http://www.dolldivine.com/chibi-maker.php
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Figure 10: Media Creation:  Experimentation67 

                                                 
67 Please pardon my lack of photo-editing skills, I did have to combine multiple screenshots to create this and the 
other figures from the fragments captured through NVivo. 
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The thread continues on for multiple pages as more and more community members 

contribute their creations, feedback, and comments to the conversation.  This experimentation 

also provided learning opportunities for those who participated.  For instance, the author of the 

posts in Figure 10 above didn’t know that the backgrounds could be changed and went back to 

her original post to add a background and change her hair color.   As seen in Figure 11 below, 

another player wanted to participate, but had some trouble sharing their portrait. 

 

Figure 11: Media Creation:  Troubleshooting 

The first poster in Figure 11 above wanted to share their portrait, but ran into some 

trouble when they tried to save their portrait in an appropriate image file to be able to upload it.  

As seen above, another player offers a workaround to the issue by suggesting they take a 

screenshot and saving it in a format that they can more easily use.    

4.5.2.1 Media Literacy Practices Summary.  Role-players use and create various types 

of media to augment role-playing activities in ways that enrich the experiences of those 

participating and build their community.  Role-players often analyze media messages from the 

Carbine Studios, interpreting the content to see whether it impacts their characters, stories, and 

related role-playing activities.  Similar to the examples shared in the information literacy 

practices section, media content may be interpreted and valued differently by different types of 

role-players at different levels or types of role-playing.  Role-players use media to supplement 

their role-playing activities to make them more engaging and immersive.  Similarly, role-players 

create and share media, such as artwork or videos, as new ways to portray their characters and 
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expand their stories as well as for helping community members develop their role-playing 

knowledge.  The next section will explore how information communications technologies are 

also used to this end.   

4.5.3 RQ2:  The ICT Literacy Practices of Role-Players 

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2011b) characterizes information 

communications technology literacy as the ability to:   

1. Apply technology effectively 

 Use technology as a tool to research, organize, evaluate and communicate 

information 

 Use digital technologies (computers, PDAs, media players, GPS,  etc.), 

communication/networking tools and social networks appropriately to access, 

manage, integrate, evaluate and create information to successfully function in a 

knowledge economy 

 Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information technologies. (para. 1) 

As seen in Sections 4.4.2, 4.4.4, and 4.5.1, role-players use a variety of ICTs when 

looking for, using, evaluating, and sharing information.  Role-players look for role-playing 

information on websites and use social media or forums to pose questions to Carbine Studios as 

well as discuss, debate, and interpret lore information and official media messages.  They 

organize their character information using in-game add-ons as well as compile and create guides 

and various types of media that they share and update with each other through social media, and 

most importantly, their community website and forums.  Given that this study focuses on the 

activities of a role-playing community in the virtual environment of an online game, each role-

player must apply technology effectively in order to participate.  That said, there are a lot of 

interesting and innovative ways in which information communications technologies (ICTs) are 

used to facilitate role-playing beyond simply playing the game and in addition to the examples 

used in previous sections.   

Role-players use a variety of ICTs to facilitate their role-playing primarily due to the 

limitations of any one technology.  For example, WildStar only provides text chat in-game and 

does not have built-in Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) technology.  Role-players wanting to 
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use voice communication to talk about their role-playing68 must use an external ICT in addition 

to running the game client.  The use of ICTs by role-players is often done in an effort to address 

the limitations of one ICT or media.  In practice, the use of additional ICTs helps role-playing 

activities be more immersive and detailed.  For example, role-players often create posts on the 

community forums or social media accounts about their character and their story.  In the 

following example, one role-player was advancing a plotline in which their characters were 

victims of a virulence that was spreading around: 

[Character 1]: nods to Jon. 

Jon Thorstein: You nod your head at [Male Aurin]. 

[Character 1]: Careful.  [Character 2] 'n I have that bug going around. 

[Character 2]: Ah should have et contained. 

[Character 1]: (([TinyURL to a post on the community forums])) 

Jon Thorstein: Hello, [Character 1]. Nice to see you again.  Thanks for the warning!  

As soon as I joined the conversation at this public event, Character 1 warned me that he 

and Character 2 had come down with an illness in order to prevent my character from getting 

sick as well.  Character 1 then inserts an ((out-of-character)) comment into the /say channel to 

share a TinyURL69 link to a backstory about the virus on the community forums.  Using 

TinyURL to cut down on the long original URL demonstrates competences using this particular 

ICT and the limitations of in-game chat as the original link would have been difficult to share 

and read in-game.  Similarly, if Character 1 had to explain the details of the virus with each 

person they came into contact with at length in chat, it would have disrupted the other 

conversations going on.   

As part of their story, the sickness had persisted and spread to others as they interacted or 

came into others at other role-playing events.  However, at another role-playing event, another 

player participating in the plotline shared the above mentioned link in the circle chat group and 

received some feedback on the construction of the link.  Essentially, while removed from the 

excerpt above and below, the custom URL ended with the word “virus,” making it look like a 

                                                 
68 As seen in Section 4.4.3.1, while role-players use VOIP technologies and services, it is generally used for out-of-
character communication and information sharing, and not for in-character use. 
69 TinyURL is an online tool that allows users to create shorten and customized URLs; more information here: 
http://tinyurl.com/.  

http://tinyurl.com/
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link that shouldn’t actually be clicked; others in the circle chat were quick to point the issue out 

and offer some humorous alternatives:   

[Player 1]: [Original TinyURL with “virus” at the end] 

[Player 2]: I'd like to point out thats a bad name for a url 

[Player 3]: ^ 

[Player 1]: Indeed it is! 

[Player 1]: Trust the link! 

Jon Thorstein: lol 

[Player 2]: I don't think anyone would want to click on a virus link D: 

[Player 4]: Make it Wildstar-nigerian-prince 

[Player 1]: I totally didn't even think about that though 

[Player 2]: haha 

[Player 5]: Or wildstar-erp 

[Player 6]: O.o 

[Player 5]: If you wanted a virus! 

[Player 7]: Motion carried! 

[Player 8]: Wildstar-MordeshxAurin 

[Player 9]: Wildstar-hotmordeshsingles 

[Player 7]: [Player 8] STAHP SHUSH 

[Player 7]: Nasty! lol 

[Player 10]: Wildstar-corpseybabes 

[Player 2]: hotwetdrakenbabes 

[Player 8]: I'll never be silenced! 

[Player 1]: [Updated TinyURL sans “virus”] 

[Player 11]: "Hello Lop-Friend! I have come into possession of a large amount of 

SHINIES! And need YOUR HELP to get them past the Dominion's evil holonet firewall!  

Please provide bank information! FOR SHINIES!" 

[Player 12]: wildstar-thisgrandmotherdiscoveredatrickthebanksdon'twantyoutoknow! 

[Player 8]: wildstar-Granok-on-Chua 

[Player 7]: Much better, [Player 1]! 

[Player 2]: AAAAAAA 
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[Player 7]: ok, I think I need to leave this channel. Spamming my iwndow :) 

The other players quickly commented with their own suggestions, which largely 

referenced well-known Internet scams and fishing attempts (i.e. The Nigerian Prince who wants 

to share their fortunes with you, etc.) and references to risqué erotic role-playing topics 

(MordeshxAurin, etc.).  After getting lightheartedly razzed by the others, Player 1 shared an 

updated shortened URL with a more appropriate name based on their initial suggestion that 

clicking on a link with “virus” in the name is generally not a good idea.    

The use of ICTs external to the game can also be used to supplement live, in-character 

role-playing activities going on in the game.  For example, the host of a memorial event created a 

Tumblr page for the event and periodically shared a link toward the close of the event, inviting 

players to participate in a different way:   

[Host in /custom emote]: ((You guys are free to mingle! We do have a tumblr site to 

"ICly hang the dedications" The site is at [URL] If you do not have a tumblr acc, you can 

post as anonymous!)) 

Above, the host invites participants to hang their dedications on the Memorial Tree, 

which was a tree near the location of the event chosen by the host to commemorate the event and 

those being remembered.  However, there is no way for character to do attach items onto the tree 

or leave items at its based within the game.  In order to circumvent this limitation, the host 

created an external site where players could visit and have their characters share their dedications 

and mementos.   

As mentioned in the above sections, the characters themselves also indicated the use of 

ICTs.  For example, characters on the scientist path or those playing the engineer class often 

made references to using their scanbots or other robots to record and share information:  

[Character 1]: [Event host], I missed the memorial, [another Character] said you might 

have it recorded on the holo net somewhere." 

[Event host]: nods towards [Character 1], holding a thumbs up. "Yep! I had a cambot 

recording it. I'll be posting up on the holonet. You should be able to search for it quite 

easily." 

Similarly, characters sometimes made references to using their datachrons for sending 

and receiving messages: 
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[Character]:  nods towards [Character 2] as he forks out his datachron from his 

pockets. He holds out his datachron, ready to receive coordinates. "Yes, please!" 

However, most of these references were made as passing comments to add detail to the 

schemes and not necessarily as in-depth descriptions of their use by the characters.  This is 

similar to using job specific information to create more realistic characters and advance plot 

lines, much like the spy mentioned in Section 4.5.1. 

4.5.3.1 ICT Literacy Practices Summary.  Role-players are seemingly adept at using a 

variety of ICTs to facilitate their activities both in- and out-of-character.  Their use of ICTs often 

supplement the shortcomings of other ICTs in order to add additional information or optional 

activities to their role-playing activities and storylines.  However, an overall understanding of the 

ethical or legal aspects of using ICTs was not easily observed.  That said, this study was not 

designed to measure knowledge levels or test skills, just to observe and describe. 

4.5.4 RQ2:  Digital Literacy Practices Summary 

As seen in the sections above, role-players engage in a variety of digital literacy practices 

as a part of their regular role-playing activities both within and outside of the game.  A common 

thread through the descriptions of each type of digital literacy practice was the social factor.  

Role-players not only rely on their peers for information, they rely on their peers’ information 

literacy and research skills to find information.  Relatedly, evaluating role-playing information is 

impacted by the social norms and information values of the community.  Different types of role-

players and those at different levels often interpret and vet information and media messages 

through conversations and debates with other players about the sources of information and their 

relative authority or accuracy.  Creating media is also a social experience that involves learning 

as well as community building through the sharing of resources and artwork.  Lastly, given the 

nature of role-playing in an online game, role-playing in this space inherently requires the ability 

to use a variety of ICTs in order to communicate and share information with one another.  

Additionally, effectively using multiple ICTs to supplement features, or lack thereof, and expand 

the functionality helps create more engaging, immersive, and inclusive role-playing.   

While role-players did exhibit a variety of digital literacy practices, observing how well 

they understood the ethical and legal implications of using information, media, and ICTs was a 

bit harder to capture.  That said, aspects of these practices were seen in how sources and media 

were cited and attributed, or at least the encouragement to do so.  Similarly, the community 



182 
 

social norms, which stipulate respect for and consent from others (Section 4.4.2.4), information 

values (Section 4.4.1), and the inclusive nature of the community in general may indicate that 

role-players are aware of and use “appropriate expressions and interpretations in diverse, mutli-

cultural environments” (P21, 2011d, para. 2).  The digital literacy practices of role-players 

appear to be impacted by the concepts of information worlds.  The next section will describe 

how information worlds may explain the digital literacy practices of role-players.    

4.6 RQ3:  Information Worlds as an Explanation of Digital Literacy Practices 

As discussed in Section 3.4, the application of both a theoretical framework, the Theory 

of Information Worlds, and an analytical framework, P21’s Information, Media, and Information 

Communications Technology Literacies framework, was done in order to better understand the 

social contexts of digital literacy practices of role-players and their activities within WildStar.  

The following research question will be addressed in this section: 

3. How does the theory of information worlds help explain the use of digital literacy skills 

in MMORPGs?   

The primary motivation for this question is to evaluate the usefulness of the theory of 

information worlds for understanding the digital literacy practices of role-players.  The answer to 

this research question will be split into a brief quantitative reporting of overlapping coding using 

NVivo cluster analysis and a reflexive, qualitative discussion of the Theory of Information 

Worlds’ applicability and usefulness in Section 5.4 in the next chapter. 

4.6.1 RQ3:  When Information Worlds and Digital Literacies Collide 

As seen in Sections 4.4 and 4.5, many of the examples described above can serve as 

evidence of one or more of the theory of information worlds’ concepts or digital literacy 

practices or skills.  Additionally, there are many overlaps in the coding of the various types of 

collected data.  Simple examination of data coded for one or more concepts can reveal potential 

relationships between the concepts.  Consider the horizontal dendogram that resulted from a 

cluster analysis computed in NVivo in Figure 12 below:  
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Figure 12: NVivo Horizontal Dendogram via Jaccard's Coefficient 

 The above dendogram was calculated using Jaccard’s Coefficient to measure coding 

similarity.  The corresponding coefficient values can be found in Table 3 below. 

Table 3. Summary Report for NVivo Cluster Analysis via Jaccard’s Coefficient 

Node A Node B Jaccard's Coefficient 

Nodes\\IV - Information Value Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior 0.790909 
Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.777778 
Nodes\\IV - Information Value Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.707547 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.677083 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\SN - Social Norms 0.669643 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\IV - Information Value 0.663636 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\IV - Information Value 0.648 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.642857 
Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.635514 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior 0.634146 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior 0.589286 
Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.574257 
Nodes\\IV - Information Value Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.551724 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.542857 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.528926 

As depicted in Figure 12 and seen in Table 3, the highest Jaccard’s coefficient values 

occur between information value, information behavior, and digital literacy practices. 

Additionally, another horizontal dendogram similar to the one depicted in Figure 10 was 

replicated employing another NVivo cluster analysis, this one using Sørensen's coefficient.  See 

Figure 13 and Table 4 below. 
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Figure 13: NVivo Horizontal Dendogram via Sørensen's Coefficient 

While the horizontal dendogram remains similar to the one in Figure 12, stronger 

relationships or similarity between the nodes are represented by shorter branches (the horizontal 

lines in these dendrograms70) and are similarly depicted in higher coefficient values in Table 4 

below.  

Table 4. Summary Report for NVivo Cluster Analysis via Sørensen's Coefficient 

Node A Node B Sørensen's Coefficient 

Nodes\\IV - Information Value Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior 0.883249 
Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.875 
Nodes\\IV - Information Value Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.828729 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.807453 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\SN - Social Norms 0.802139 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\IV - Information Value 0.797814 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\IV - Information Value 0.786408 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.782609 
Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.777143 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior 0.776119 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\IB - Information Behavior 0.741573 
Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.72956 
Nodes\\IV - Information Value Nodes\\B - Boundaries 0.711111 
Nodes\\SN - Social Norms Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.703704 
Nodes\\ST - Social Types Nodes\\DLP - Digital Literacy Practices 0.691892 

 The relationship between digital literacy practices, information behavior, and information 

value depicted in the above figures and tables is intuitive in nature:  a major component or 

marker of digital literacy practices and skills involves the evaluation, seeking, or use of 

                                                 
70 The length of the branches (horizontal lines in this dendrogram) indicates how similar or different a code is with 
the code it is connected too.  The arrangement of the clades (the vertical lines connecting the branches) indicate 
which codes were grouped together due to overlapping coding.  See Drout and Smith (2012) for more information. 
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information, media, and/or technology.  As described in Sections 4.4.2, 4.4.3, and 4.4.5, when 

role-players seek out information to use for their role-playing, there are distinct social norms and 

information value systems in place that determine the types of information sought and used as 

well as the relative values of each type of information.  As such, the evaluation criteria that role-

players employ to seek, find, and use information, media, and technology are strongly influenced 

and perhaps limited by these information value systems and related social norms.  While the 

information value systems of role-players are influenced by both social types and social norms of 

role-players, this relationship is not recognized in the quantitative NVivo analyses as much as it 

is in the more nuanced qualitative analysis in Section 4.4 and 4.5.   

The implications of the relationship between the concepts of the theory of information 

worlds, particularly information value and normative information behaviors, and digital literacy 

practices and skills will be discussed more thoroughly in Section 5.4.    
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 
 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter will interpret the findings described in Chapter 4.  Chapter 5 discusses the 

findings as they relate to previous research as well as discuss implications and describe potential 

applications for method, theory, and practice.  Section 5.2 discusses the social types and 

demographics of role-players.  Section 5.3 discusses role-playing as a set of information 

behaviors and digital literacy practices.  Implications for the theory of information worlds are 

discussed in Section 5.4.  Section 5.5 covers the practical implications and applications of the 

findings.  Opportunities and directions for future research are described in Section 5.6.  

Reflections on and implications for hybrid ethnography are reported in Section 5.7.  The 

limitations of the study and the precautions taken to mitigate them are discussed in Section 5.8.  

Section 5.9 concludes the dissertation and offers a call to action. 

5.2 Social Types & Demographics 

As seen in Sections 4.3.2 and 4.4.1, the role-playing community includes a variety of in-

character and out-of-character social types.  Given the open nature of role-playing, players can 

be quite creative in coming up with the identities of their characters.  Despite the diversity of 

characters and types of role-playing, the demographic snapshot of my interviewees suggests that 

demographics of the players behind them is more homogeneous than previously thought.  In the 

context of this study, the aspects of gender and race play an interesting part of the dynamics of 

role-playing.   

Williams, Kennedy, and Moore (2011) found that role-players often come from 

marginalized groups and are more likely to be women and are younger than non-role-players.  

Just under 30% of my interviewees identified themselves as women and overall my informants 

were predominantly white with an average age of just under 30 years old.  These findings 

seemingly contradict the findings of Williams, Kennedy, and Moore (2011), although the 

average age of the general populations of the game worlds were reported in neither this study nor 

theirs.  Additionally, Yee (2005) found that WOW players were on average 28.3 years old, with 

16% of the population being women.  Yee expanded his survey to include other MMOs and 
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found that the average age lowered to 26.57 years old, with only 14.6% of the population being 

women.  The Entertainment Software Association (2015) recently found the average age of 

gamers in general to be 35, with 44% of gamers being women overall.  The findings presented in 

section 4.3.2 suggest that more women may engage in role-playing activities compared to the 

general MMO population and that the overall role-playing population may be older than the 

general MMO population, which seems to match the upward trend of the gaming population in 

general.   

However, when compared to the overall gaming population, women are not as well 

represented in the role-playing community.  This may be due to self-selection bias, actual 

differences in population sizes, or other compounding issues, such as societal pressures or rifts in 

the community.  During data collection, a misogynistic hate campaign known as #GamerGate 

began targeting, threatening, and harassing women (primarily) and minorities in the gaming 

community, including players, journalists, developers, and researchers (Chess & Shaw, 2015).  

Given the situation, which is still ongoing, it is possible that some women may not have felt 

comfortable participating in the interviews due to potential backlash from #GamerGate 

supporters. As seen in sections 4.4.1.2 and 4.4.4.1, while role-players do not tolerate 

discriminatory behavior or language or care for off-topic political or ideological information, 

sexism and harassment does sometimes occur.  And given the dire nature of the threats women 

were receiving from #GamerGate supporters, it may have been enough to discourage women 

from participating in the interviews as all.   

Furthermore, this study was not a survey, nor a census; extrapolating population-wide 

statistics and demographics from 17 interview participants is not representative or generalizable, 

nor was it intended to be.  That said, gender identity and representation are interesting and 

important factors in role-playing.  Of my interviewees, those that identified as women in the real 

world also played female characters.  Conversely, 50% of my male informants role-played as 

female characters.  As seen in Section 4.4.2.1, this may be due, in part, to the character social 

norm which encourages players to create characters different from themselves.  Since players 

also are encouraged to create realistic and holistic characters, some players may prefer changing 

other factors or characteristics besides gender.   

Other researchers have found that playing as or creating avatars of a particular gender 

may influence their experiences and interactions with other players and characters, potentially 
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impacting information behaviors as well.  For example, Waddell and Ivory (2015) found that 

more aesthetically pleasing avatars were offered help more often and that women were offered 

help less frequently if their character was not attractive or male.  Relatedly, Lehdonvirta et al. 

(2012) found that men playing female characters overcame their predilection to avoid seeking 

help and that female avatars were more like to receive aid without directly asking for or 

soliciting it.  While this study did not measure or observe these phenomena, a player’s access to 

information may be improved by playing a female character. 

However, while players may benefit from creating and playing female characters and 

avatars, this behavior is not without consequences.  As seen in Sections 4.4.1.2 and 4.4.2.3, some 

male players portray their female characters through the use of negative stereotypes, which is 

potentially damaging and demeaning to women involved in or witnessing such kinds of role-

playing and may also perpetuate or reinforce sexist, negative, and abusive attitudes and 

behaviors of other men.  Martey et al. (2013) also found that male players using female avatar 

tend to imitate stereotypical feminine conversational styles and choose more attractive features 

for their avatars.  As seen in Section 4.4.2.3, role-playing sexist or racist characters is frowned 

upon my many in the community, but also commended by others who justify their character’s 

behavior using the lore and premise of the game itself.   Conversely, discriminatory language and 

abusive behavior are strongly discouraged by the community while out-of-character, as 

evidenced in the practices of players both in-game and outside of the game as well as in the 

community website and forum’s official code of conduct, which prohibits abusive behavior, hate 

materials, and derogatory language.  Martin and Rafalow (2015) suggest that including and 

enforcing simple preventative and protective measures such as these can help women feel more 

encouraged to participate and welcomed in an online gaming community.  

While this seems contradictory, or perhaps hypocritical, role-players also strive to portray 

rich and realistic characters and plotlines, complete with flaws and controversies pulled from 

either Nexus or Earth.   The plots and social structures in games often reflect real world issues.  

For example, Monson’s (2012) analysis of the social and political structures within the world of 

Azeroth in World of Warcraft were based on racial stereotypes and struggles in the real world.  

Given WildStar’s plot, the convergence of and competition between various alien races and 

species on a mysterious planet, is analogous to the colonialism, imperialism, and various wars 

throughout human history.   
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This difference in values and norms across the in-character and out-of-character 

boundary could be applied in useful ways.  Role-playing as another a person quite different from 

one’s self may help a player to better understand or empathize with the experiences of others.  

For example, role-playing as a different gender, race, or sexual orientation may help a player to 

better understand issues related to social justice and equity and the experiences of marginalized 

or persecuted communities.   For example, Poorman (2002) found that after role-playing 

characters that accurately portrayed a psychological disorder, students significantly increased 

their empathy and understanding towards those with psychological disorders.  Similarly, Clore 

and Jeffery (1972) found that students reacted more positively to disabled persons and were more 

understanding of the issues they face after a role-playing exercise that involved traversing across 

a college campus in a wheelchair for an hour.  

As seen in Section 4.4.4.1, players spend a lot of time researching information related to 

their characters in order to accurately and realistically portray them.  Recalling a specific 

example from that section, one player researched the experiences and conditions of disabled or 

differently-abled persons in order to make their character, who had a physical disability, behave 

and act in a realistic way.  Similarly, in section 4.4.5.5, one of my informants remarked that their 

interactions with other role-players has helped them to empathize more and better understand 

different cultures.  Players may benefit from the amount of information work and the digital 

literacy skills they use while role-playing beyond the practical aspect of effective and efficient 

information use, but also a more thorough understanding of other people and their experiences.  I 

hope to explore in future research the potential applications of role-playing for not only digital 

literacy instruction, but also for tackling issues related to social justice and equity and providing 

opportunities to better understand diverse perspectives and develop empathy for others.  

5.3 Role-Playing as an Information Behavior and Digital Literacy 

As seen in Sections 4.4 and 4.5, role-playing in the MMORPG, WildStar, is a complex 

and information rich activity.  Online role-playing requires the creation, seeking, use, evaluation, 

and management of various types of information, media, and information communications 

technologies.  The findings presented in the previous chapter both confirm and expand on the 

findings of previous researchers in the area.  This section will explore emergent themes from the 

findings above as well as the similarities and differences with past scholarship. 
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5.3.1 Information Behaviors in WildStar 

Identifying the types of information used and sought after by a community plays a crucial 

part in understanding their normative information behaviors.  As seen in Section 4.4.4.1, role-

players use and encounter various types and forms of information in the following categories:  

lore information; character and story information; role-playing cultural information; general 

gameplay and general cultural information; and off-topic or non-game related information.  

Looking at the information behaviors of players in World of Warcraft, Storie (2008) found four 

types of information:  goal-based, strategy, social, and cultural71.  The categories in each study 

are not mutually exclusive.   

Since Storie (2008) was not specifically looking at role-players in WoW, there are some 

understandable differences.  Using Storie’s (2008) categories, lore, story, and character 

information could be considered strategic information as these types of information impact the 

design and development of a player’s character over time despite not necessarily being useful for 

beating the game.  However, knowledge of lore, story, and character information does make it 

easier to collaborate and communicate during role-playing activities.  General gameplay 

information equates to goal-based information, as it is needed to advance through the game in the 

mechanical sense (where and how to find things).  Both role-playing cultural information and 

general cultural information straddle Storie’s (2008) categories for social and cultural 

information.  Role-playing cultural information includes news about currents and planned events 

as well as information about issues, rules, and values.  Similarly, the cultural information of role-

players includes specialized vocabularies (ICly, OOCly, headcanon, etc.) and unique activities, 

which manifest as their normative information behaviors (dedicated IC/OOC channels, (()), etc.).    

Contrary to Storie’s (2008) findings that players were more likely to consume 

information than produce it, role-players in WildStar create a great deal of information of various 

types and for myriad purposes.  This includes character and story information as well as 

headcanon lore information that is primarily sourced from the community.  Role-players 

continuously create information through the story-telling and improvisation that are intrinsic to 

role-playing.  Additionally, role-players store, manage, and share the information they create on 

their character profiles, websites, wikis, forums, and social media.  In line with Karlova and 

                                                 
71 See Section 2.2.1 for a more information on Storie’s (2008) findings. 
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Lee’s (2012) findings, the role-playing community was also adept at using add-ons or mods to 

manage and use information.   

As seen in Section 4.5.2, role-players also create a variety of media.  Creating artwork 

and using media such as music to supplement role-playing adds richness and depth to role-

playing activities.  Whippey (2011) also found that audio and visual information improved the 

immersion of MMORPG players.  A noticeable exception to this was the infrequent use of Voice 

Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) technologies for role-playing.  While many players and guilds 

used VOIP for communicating with others while out-of-character, using it while in-character was 

never observed or reported by informants, partially supporting Williams, Kennedy, and Moore’s 

(2011) findings that role-players are less likely to use VOIP compared to non-role-players.  

Difficulties in emulating different voices, dialects, and accent, particularly due to differences in 

age and gender between the character and player, seemed to contribute to this practice.  The use 

of VOIP was often discouraged because it disrupted or broke the immersion of role-playing that 

is maintained by using text only.  While using VOIP technologies may still facilitate trust 

between groups of players, as Williams, Caplan, and Xiong (2007) found, the community 

website and forums and role-playing events seemed to be the primary locations for 

communication, information exchange, and the overall development of the community’s 

cohesion, which supports previous findings from Hulsey (2009).   

Similarly, as Afrić (2007) suggested, visual information is also important to role-players 

in terms of their identities.  The ways in which characters present and dress themselves provides 

valuable information about their character.  Medium and heavy role-players were more likely to 

wear specific outfits on their characters to portray their professions or personalities. 

While using Savolainen’s (1995, 2005) everyday life information seeking model, both 

Adams (2009) and Monahan (2009) found that MMORPG players sometimes seek information 

actively as well as gain it through indirect means or encounter it serendipitously.   The 

observations and results described in Chapter 4 confirm that role-players in WildStar also exhibit 

these kinds of social information behaviors and encountering observed by Adams (2009) and 

Monahan (2009).  Since information is created, sought for, used, and shared throughout role-

playing activities, role-playing could be considered as an information behavior in its own right.  

Role-playing characterized as an information behavior can be described as a social process of 

seeking, creating, using, evaluating, managing, and exchanging information across multiple 
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channels and boundaries that are regulated by the social norms and information values systems 

of the community.  While in-character, the information behaviors are further impacted by 

additional factors such as timeliness, sequence, and the in-character/out-of-character boundary. 

Of particular importance to the information behaviors of role-players overall is their 

social nature.  Role-players rely on each other and their community, considering them to be 

trusted sources and evaluators of information.  In this sense, many of the information needs and 

wants of role-players may result from the imposed queries (Gross, 1995) from others in the 

community72.  This next section will discuss how this reliance also extends to digital literacy 

practices and skills as well.       

5.3.2 Digital Literacy Practices in WildStar 

As seen in Section 4.5, role-players exhibit a variety of digital literacy practices and 

skills, both supporting and expanding on previous scholarship on digital literacies in 

MMORPGs, as described in Section 2.2.2.  However, the level of proficiency with or mastery of 

certain digital literacy skills seemed to vary on an individual basis, particularly for skills and 

practices associated with information and media literacies.73  Given the digital nature of role-

playing in an online game, most role-players are effective and efficient users of a variety of 

information communications technologies (ICTs).   

Since role-players often rely on each other and their community for information, this also 

implies a reliance on the digital literacy skills of others.  Seeking out appropriate sources of 

information and media are important parts of digital literacy and knowing where to look or who 

to ask are examples of effective and efficient information and media seeking.  Martin and 

Steinkuehler (2010) also described the social and collaborative nature of information literacy in 

MMORPGs and created a framework for collective information literacy based on their 

observations.  While this study did not use Martin and Steinkeuhler’s (2010) framework for 

collective information literacy, the examples of information behaviors and information literacy 

practices described in Section 4.4.3 and 4.5.1, would fit into one or more of the five patterns of 

                                                 
72 In an abstract sense, the information needs and wants of a character create imposed queries on the player who 
created them.  For example, if your character is a pirate, the player must do research on piracy and related activities 
in order to create a more realistic character and inform their activities and behaviors in-character. 
73 It is important to reiterate that this study did not involve any measuring or testing of any individual role-players’ 
digital literacy skills levels.  The results are based on their observed practices and evidence from community 
artifacts and activities.  
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collective information literacy easily.  Future work could explore how their framework could be 

adapted or modified to look at the collective digital literacies described in this study. 

Similarly, the results of this study also support Martin’s (2012) findings that identity, 

experience level, and play style may influence information literacy practices.  Within the context 

of this study, role-players of different social types (based on preferred themes, their character’s 

profession, their personal motivations, etc.) and levels of role-playing (casual/light, medium, and 

heavy) have an impact both on the types of information sought and used as well as judgments 

about the relative values for each type or source of that information (as seen in Section 4.4.4). 

However, while this study did not compare the relative digital literacy skill levels across social 

types, senior members of the role-playing community (those that have been role-playing in 

WildStar or other online games for many years) or those in leadership positions (of various social 

types and levels of role-playing) were often seen and consulted as important sources of 

knowledge within the community by those we who were newer or less experienced.      

A particularly difficult aspect of digital literacy to observe was whether or not role-

players understood the ethical or legal implications associated with using information, media, 

and ICTs.  While role-players were often quick to cite their sources to give credit where it was 

due or to help justify their headcanon lore information claims, discussions of related issues such 

as copyright or fair-use were nothings like copyright were not common.  However, the 

community website and forum’s code of conduct does remind or warn members that it was a 

public forum and that one’s posts would be visible to all.  Relatedly, this issue was brought up by 

a community member during the resulting discussion from one of my check-ins with the 

community.  This community member rightly pointed out that some members of the community 

might not consider the information as public and/or miss the information I had posted about the 

study and my data collection plans, which had been public from the beginning and shared 

through previous public forum posts, my website, and associated character/account profiles 

throughout data collection and analysis.  By considering the aforementioned feedback and 

through discussions with the site’s moderators, we all agreed that a public notice on the 

newsfeed/thread of the website would help boost visibility and reiterate to the community that 

their posts were public and that they could opt out of my study at any time.  While this is an 

isolated example, it does reflect an understanding of the legal and ethical issues around 
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information use by some members of the community.74  Overall, the notice seemed to gain 

positive support and interest in my study—no one elected to opt of my data collection at any 

point of this study.  This example will be revisited in Section 5.6, where I more directly reflect 

on the method.   

The findings presented in this study also support Steinkeuhler’s (2007b) arguments that 

players engage in a variety or a constellation of literacy practices.  Role-players engage in 

WildStar information, media, and ICT literacy practices as well as other literacy practices, such 

as traditional literacy (reading and writing), story-telling, creating cultural vocabularies, 

traditions and norms, which were observed by Steinkuehler (2007b) in Lineage I and Lineage II.  

In fact, players were more likely to report a variety of skills that they had developed in game 

and/or used in the real world.  However, terminology like “digital literacy practices or skills” and 

related terms were not specifically identified by role-players despite regularly engaging in 

behaviors and practices that resemble digital literacy skills, as described above.  However, many 

of the skills they mentioned were related to digital literacy practices or helpful in other ways.  

For example, many players reported that role-playing helped them develop a variety of skills, 

such as the abilities to: write creatively, improvise, and create new content and media; read and 

write quickly, communicate ideas quickly and concisely, organize events and manage time and 

other people; empathize and understand different people and cultures (as seen in Section 4.4.5.5); 

as well as develop social and interpersonal skills—a grimmer example of the latter was that one 

player remarked that they were better at identifying and subsequently avoiding toxic individuals 

based on their experiences over the years in the online gaming community.  Many role-players 

expressed interest in anthropology and creative writing in particular.  

Of course, not all role-players are LIS researchers or practitioners, so it should not be 

expected for role-players to articulate some of the skills they use as “digital literacy skills” or 

“practices.”  As one informant stated, “Honestly, all these questions you asked have been 

enlightening too, I had to think hard and think about stuff I never quite thought of before.” This 

may simply be due to a lack of vocabulary or familiarity with digital literacies are or their 

purposes.  Alternatively, it also suggests that information behaviors and digital literacy practices 

are such a crucial or integral part of role-playing that they are indiscernible or inseparable from 

                                                 
74 This example will be revisited in Section 5.7.3. 
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one another from the player’s perspective.  Relatedly, Martin (2011) argues that the success of a 

MMORPG player is directly dependent on their information literacy ability due to the copious 

amounts of information and research required to advance through the game.  Based on the 

findings of this study, this argument can be extended and translated to state that the success of 

role-playing is dependent on the digital literacy ability of the player given the amount and variety 

of information, media, and ICTs needed and used for role-playing in an online game.  Other 

scholars support the notion that the rich contexts of online games facilitates the development 

and/or requires the use of digital literacies and will be discussed in the next section. 

5.3.3 Information Behaviors, Digital Literacies, and the Social Contexts of Online Games 

Information behaviors and digital literacy practices are an intrinsic part of the role-

playing process—players who do not engage in the needed information work or leverage their 

digital literacy skills, or those of others, will not be able to engage in role-playing activities in an 

authentic way.  Lloyd and Williamson’s (2008) review of the research literature on information 

literacy found that information literacy practices vary across contexts and, as such, understanding 

the impacts of and differences between the contexts in which these information behaviors and 

digital literacy practices occur is important for understanding the complex nature of information 

literacy.  Tuominen, Savolainen, and Talja (2005) argue information literacy practices cannot be 

separated from the sociotechnical contexts in which they are used, stating that the domain 

specific knowledge, learning, and information technologies involved in information literacy 

practices are deeply embedded in the practices of a specific community or culture.  As seen in 

Sections 4.4.2 and 4.4.4, the social norms and information value systems impact both 

information behaviors and digital literacy.  The implications for these relationships will be 

discussed alongside other implications of and for the theory of information worlds in the 

following sections.   

Previous scholarship has also noted the importance of context and its influence on digital 

and related literacy practices within games in particular.  Gee (2003) argues that because games 

offer information within the contexts in which the information will be used, players are better 

able to understand what the information is, what it means, and how to use it.  Building on that 

notion, Neuman (2011) argues that the information rich game environments allow for players to 

take a more active role in learning how to engage that information. Hobbs and Rowe (2011) 

argue that this learning through play helps learners to both create and analyze media.  As seen in 
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Chapter 4, role-players use a variety of information, media, and ICTs as a part of their role-

playing activities.  Role-players understand that characters and stories occur within the context of 

the larger mythology of WildStar.  They seek out and analyze information and media about the 

lore, through official sources or their peers, to learn more about the game and then create and 

share their own information and media as a part of their role-playing activities.  The symbiotic 

relationship between learning and role-playing both directly and indirectly encourages the use 

and development of digital literacy skills in role-players.  As such, future research should explore 

the utility of role-playing and/or online games as an alternative or complement to traditional 

digital literacy instruction.  Potential practical implications and applications of role-playing and 

games will be discussed in Section 5.5 below.  

5.4 Implications for the Theory of Information Worlds 

This study is the first to apply Jaeger and Burnett’s (2010) theory of information worlds 

to the study of information cultures in an online game.  Given the social nature of online games, 

the theory of information worlds was selected to help describe the social contexts that influence 

both the information behaviors and digital literacy practices of role-players.  As seen in Chapter 

4, the theory of information worlds was successful in this attempt.  The sections below will 

discuss the emergent themes and key insights that the lens of information worlds helped uncover 

and clarify regarding the information cultures and digital literacy practices of role-players.   

5.4.1 Be Who You Want to Be*:  Social Types, Social Norms, and Boundaries  

As seen in Sections 4.4.1 and 4.4.2, there are a variety of social types of role-players as 

well as distinct social norms that regulate both character, individual, and community behavior.  

The interplay between these two concepts provides a challenging interpretation through the lens 

of information behavior.   

As seen in Section 4.4.1.1, role-players are inspired or motivated to role-play for a variety 

of reasons, ranging from simply having fun to helping others, or working on their writing skills.  

These motivations and inspirations were often associated with positive emotions, such as the 

enjoyment and fulfillment gained through role-playing events and interactions with other players 

and characters.  Emotion also plays a role in the character, information, and community social 

norms that require strict enforcement of the in-character/out-of-character boundary.  This 

boundary serves multiple purposes in regards to these social norms:  1) to encourage players to 

keep a safe distance between themselves and their characters by creating characters different 
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from themselves in order to avoid hurt feelings; 2) to screen against out-of-character information 

being used to disrupt in-character stories (also known as meta-gaming); 3) to discourage in-

character disputes from tainting out-of-character relationships, or vice-versa.  These social norms 

all attempt to benefit the emotional well-being of the individual role-player as well as the well-

being of the community as a whole.  Considerations of the affective and personal characteristics 

of an individual, such as their motivations and emotions, have an impact on the information 

worlds of other role-players and should be considered an important part of an individual’s social 

type.  These emergent, affective aspects of social type, such as motivation and emotion, will be 

explored in future work.  

Similarly, an individual has many choices and opportunities when designing their 

character and crafting and enacting their story.  However, as seen in Section 4.4.2.1, a variety of 

character social norms impacts these individual choices.  For example, certain archetypes (i.e. 

“Mary-Sue’s” or “Mr. Fix-it-All’s”) are actively discouraged by the community.  If a player 

wished to create a character of that type, it would be fine to role-play by themselves.  However, 

they would face issues when socializing with other characters during events.   This is one 

example where the social expectations and rules of the community impact social type by 

restricting it.   

However, two of the community social norms present seemingly contradictory 

motivations or conflicting priorities with the character social norm, mentioned above, that 

prohibits or discourages certain character archetypes.   As seen in Section 4.4.2.3, the second 

community social norm stipulates that role-players treat other role-players with respect.  This 

respect extends to their characters and stories as well.  The third community social norm 

presented in the above section requires consent from each player participating in role-playing 

activities.  A player or character abiding by these community social norms, by being respectful 

and acquiring consent from others, could potentially still play a character that violates the above 

character norms.  And, in fact, this often happens when a player creates and role-plays as a 

villain.  Given the preference for realistic or morally grey characters, this is not uncommon.  

However, violating consent during role-play is unacceptable regardless of context.  For example, 

Dibbell (1994) argues that while a rape in cyberspace may not be a physical assault, it is still an 

unspeakably violent and unwanted attack on the mind of the player behind the character or 

avatar, resulting in very real trauma, abuse, and harassment.  The role-playing community’s 
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enforcement of community social norms and the IC/OOC boundary are all meant, in part, to 

mitigate or prevent harassment, negativity, and abuse while also supporting an inclusive, safe, 

and fun role-playing experience.   These norms and boundaries act as safeguards to protect the 

person behind the character because, as seen in Sections 4.4.2.1 and 4.4.5.1, it can be difficult 

not to become too close to your character or not to take in-character interactions personally. 

While acquiring consent is paramount, the remaining hierarchy of social norms seems to 

impact player behavior based on context.  Within role-playing, the context is created by the in-

character/out-of-character boundary.  While out-of-character, disruptive, discriminatory, or 

abusive behavior is not tolerated; but, while in-character, such behaviors and actions might be 

tolerated as long as the players involved consent to it, as mentioned above.  As seen in Section 

4.4.2.3, even though such behaviors are controversial, some role-players respect players for their 

character’s design.   The IC/OOC boundary creates two information worlds, each with different 

variations or interpretations of community social norms. Similarly, the role-playing community 

also suggests that players create characters unlike themselves and that they keep out-of-character 

business and information out of the in-character information world.  Again, the role-playing 

community both encourages creativity, but limits personal choice.  However, these and other 

social norms exist to facilitate enjoyable and entertaining role-playing experiences for all of 

those involved.  While role-playing offers players the opportunity to be who they want to be, 

there are some sacrifices or limitations to consider and abide by in order to facilitate a fulfilling 

and pleasant experience for others in the community.  Without these social norms, social types 

and player/character behaviors would not be regulated, resulting in a disruptive and potentially 

negative role-playing experience that could threaten the stability of those involved in a particular 

plot, guild, or potentially the community overall.  Williams et al. (2011) found that role-players 

in EverQuest II created characters that were truer to the players behind them and argued that 

role-playing offers both an escape from the real world as well as an opportunity to express 

themselves, feel accepted, and socialize with like-minded individuals.  While the character social 

norms of role-players in WildStar encourage players not to create characters too similar to 

themselves, both role-playing communities seem to fulfill the same goals, albeit in different 

ways.   However, an exploration of the differences or interactions between the information 

worlds of different role-playing communities would be needed to understand this further. 
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The results also suggest that individuals within certain contexts are encouraged to 

conform their personal choices to the expectations of the community or social context or risk 

being excluded from it.  Of course, an individual may engage in role-playing by themselves in an 

isolated information world.  However, they would have to abide by the social norms of the 

community if they bridged the boundary between their individual information world and the 

information world of the larger role-playing community.   

As discussed in Section 2.3.3, Yu (2011) criticized the social emphasis of the theory of 

information worlds by arguing that its concepts do not allow for the characterization of an 

individual’s information world that differentiates it from that individual’s social worlds.  

However, considering the interactions between social types, social norms, and boundaries 

discussed in this section, an individual’s information world can be characterized within its own 

boundaries.  Within the role-playing community, the social types of role-players are both 

developed by an individual’s personalities, motivations, and preferences, as well as shaped by 

the social norms of that community.  However, a role-player who chooses not to engage with 

others in the community constructs a boundary, which subsequently creates their own 

information world.  While a boundary such as this neglects, prohibits, or avoids social 

interactions and information exchange, the existing concepts of social types and social norms are 

simply adjusted to describe the type of the individual, as described by themselves rather than by 

others, as well as any norms or rules that they purposefully create or abide by through their 

actions.  Similarly, an individual can still create an information value system and exhibit patterns 

of information behaviors or digital literacy practices.  With a slight re-interpretation of the 

concepts, the information world of an individual can be characterized.   Regardless of whether 

the individual interacts or exchanges information with others, their information world exists in a 

social context.  In the extreme case, the social context might simply mean that they are truly 

alone. 

In the context of role-playing, clashes may arise when individual information worlds 

interact with the information worlds of others within and outside of the community.  For 

example, as a new role-player joins the community, the socialization and learning involved in 

that process will, in part, involve a reconciliation between the information worlds of the 

individual and the information world(s) of the community.  If a new role-player does not make 

an effort to adhere to the social norms of the community or learn to value and use the same types 



200 
 

of information, their integration into the community is likely to be unsuccessful.   

Larger information worlds, such as those of communities, are formed when social types, 

social norms, information values, normative information behaviors, and boundaries begin to 

solidify or when a consensus is reached among the individuals involved.  Discrepancies or 

disagreements in any of these areas can lead to the creation or destruction of information worlds 

or conflicts between them.  In the role-playing community, social types are regulated by social 

norms, which in turn are differently enforced depending on the individual’s relation to the 

boundaries of their information worlds.  Role-playing involves multiple, overlapping information 

worlds in which players and characters interact with information differently depending on their 

social context.   

Given these considerations, characterizing the information worlds of an individual—the 

information world of one—may be possible.  I hope to expand upon the above discussion and 

explore this notion in future work to more directly address Yu’s (2011) criticisms of the theory 

of information worlds.  

5.4.2 Social Context, Information Value, and Digital Literacy Practices 

As discussed in Section 5.3.3 above, digital literacy practices are deeply tied to the social 

contexts within which they are developed and used.  Within this study, the theory of information 

worlds provides a theoretical framework for understanding information behaviors and digital 

literacy practices within the social context of online role-playing in WildStar.  As seen in Section 

4.6, the concepts of information value and normative information behavior are strongly 

associated with digital literacy practices.  This relationship is fairly intuitive, as one of the most 

critical aspects of digital literacy is the evaluation of information, media, and ICTs.   While the 

dendrograms resulting from the NVivo cluster analyses in Section 4.6 revealed the connection 

between digital literacy practices, information value, and normative information behavior, the 

interview and observational data reported throughout Chapter 4 also describe how social types 

and social norms influence and interact with information value systems.   

For example, the heavy role-players tend to prefer, use, and consult lore information from 

official sources rather than accept headcanon lore information that is sourced from the 

community.  This information value constraint cause heavy role-players to ignore or reject 

headcanon lore information despite its value and use by role-players at the casual or medium 

levels.  While official lore information is preferred, in general, over community headcanon 
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information, and can be understood as an information social norm of the overall community, 

subgroups role-players of different social types and information value systems will preference or 

require certain types and sources of information over others.   

According to Jaeger and Burnett (2010), the parameters of information content, 

perception, control, and information economies impact information value systems.  To 

demonstrate the impact of these parameters on information value, please recall an example from 

Section 4.5.2, where a role-player shares a bit of lore information from Pappy on Twitter that 

deserts could have potentially existed on the Aurin’s home planet of Arboria.  Content-wise, the 

tweet form Pappy is relatively vague, neither confirming nor denying the possible existence of 

deserts.  To a heavy role-player, this might not be enough of a confirmation at face value to 

create an Aurin character from the desert; to a medium or casual role-player, this might be more 

than enough to justify such a character or story.  However, since the source of information is an 

authoritative and official source, the perceived value of the information is increased.  While this 

lore information might not have monetary value to a role-player because it is freely available, it 

may have intellectual or creative value because it can be used by role-players for creating 

characters or developing plots; relatedly, lore information of any source may not be valuable to 

players simply not interested in role-playing.  The more relaxed information values of medium or 

causal role-players allow them to take a more active role in controlling the information they use.  

Heavy role-players trade control of information to official, authoritative sources because they 

perceive this information to be more true to the original story or history of WildStar.   While 

heavy role-players still control and create their characters and related stories, the informational 

foundations are controlled by or limited to only official sources.    

In turn, these parameters of information value also impact the digital literacy practices of 

role-players at different levels or of different social types despite overall similarities in their 

activities.  Lloyd (2004, 2005) also found that firefighters of different social type (novice, expert, 

etc.) understand, encounter, and exhibit different information literacy practices based on 

variations in their social contexts, training, or levels of experience.  Similarly, Martin (2012; et 

al., 2012) found that more experienced players consulted more specialized resources and used 

information more effectively.  Within the context of this study, while heavy role-players tended 

to be more seasoned players with role-playing experience in other games, the resources they used 

for role-playing were only specialized in the sense that they were prioritizing official lore 
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information.  Given these considerations, it suggests that medium role-players, with relaxed 

information value systems, may actually exhibit higher digital literacy skill levels simply 

because they are open to and use a wider variety of information and media types and may spend 

more time analyzing the information and vetting or discussing it with their peers.  Both heavy 

and medium role-players base and justify their characters and stories using lore information, but 

do so using lore information from different sources based on their personal preferences as well as 

the information value systems and social norms to which they adhere.  Information value is an 

important concept to consider when understanding the social context of digital literacy practices. 

5.4.3 Boundaries and the Transferability of Digital Literacy Skills and Practices 

One of the motivations of conducting interviews both in- and out-of-character was to 

describe any crossover between the skills used in-game and those used outside of the game.  Just 

as information and media can move through the boundaries around and between information 

worlds, so too can the individual members, potentially transferring skills and applying expertise 

across contexts.  As discussed in 5.3.2, role-players identified a variety of other skills that were 

useful and transferable across the role-playing and external information worlds, but did not seem 

to consider skills resembling digital literacy skills to be among them.  As discussed in Section 

5.3.3, this might be due how deeply embedded digital literacy practices and information 

behaviors are within the normal activities of role-players.    

Given the social nature of role-playing and the digital literacy practices described in this 

study, it could be assumed that those social connections might also bridge into the offline 

information worlds outside of the game or into the “real world.”  However, as described in 

4.4.5.4, role-players typically did not associate with their role-playing friends in the offline real 

world, with the noticeable exception of those in romantic relationships.  This insight is 

particularly interesting in that it contradicts findings from Williams et al. (2011), which 

suggested that role-players meet with in-game friends in real life more often than non-role-

playing MMORPG players.  This is particularly peculiar since role-players do value and consider 

their role-playing friends to be true friends.  These findings might suggest that the social norms 

that strictly enforce the in-character/out-of-character boundary might have the unintended 

consequence of discouraging some types of offline relationships and friendships in order to 

minimize the potential for real-life issues negatively impacting role-playing activities or vice 

versa.  The contradictions between studies may also be due to differences in social norms or 
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social types across different role-playing communities and games as Williams et al. (2011) 

looked at role-players in EverQuest II (https://www.everquest2.com), and not WildStar. 

Without a social connection between online and offline information worlds—such as 

talking with one’s real life friends and family members about online role-playing—role-players 

may have less opportunity or reason to engage in the same sorts of digital literacy practices and 

thus not consider them outside of the game.  Similarly, since role-players are adept users of 

ICTs, both in-character or out-of-character, connecting with one’s role-playing friends online is 

quick and easy while connecting with role-playing friends in the offline, real world is not as 

necessary as it would be for other types of role-playing, such as table-top gaming or live-action 

role-playing, and may be subject to other factors, such as proximity, time, or funding.  The 

technological affordances and sociotechnical context of role-playing in WildStar might directly 

or indirectly facilitate and/or preference online, digital friendships over those in the real world.  

That said, a few role-players did mention that they had met with some of their role-playing 

friends in the real world or were planning on it.  Additionally, several role-players reported that 

they regularly engage in online role-playing with their real life or offline romantic partners and 

some even initially met their partners through role-playing, suggesting that the online/offline 

boundary is more permeable in some situations.   

In fact, this phenomenon was leveraged by Oliver and Carr (2009), who studied learning 

in virtual worlds by interviewing couples that play World of Warcraft 

(http://us.battle.net/wow/en/).  While Oliver and Carr (2009) focused on non-role-players in a 

different MMORPG, they found that interviewing couples was useful for understanding the 

social aspects of how players learn in an MMORPG.  A future study might focus on online role-

playing couples as a means of understanding the boundaries associated with role-playing and the 

transfer of digital literacy skills across them.  

5.4.4 Information Worlds Codebook Development 

Additional goals of this study included the application and testing of the theory of 

information worlds in a digital game world for the first time and using the findings to contribute 

to the continued development of a general codebook for researchers to use across research 

contexts and with different methodologies.  The creation and continued theoretical development 

of the general information worlds codebook is a result of ongoing research by 3 J’s and a G, a 
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group consisting of Julia Skinner, Jisue Lee, myself, and Gary Burnett.75 The findings of this 

study have been used to generate context specific examples and questions to ponder to help 

guide other researchers through data analysis using the theory of information worlds.  Please see 

Appendix F for the updated information worlds codebook used in and informed by this study.   

5.5 Practical Implications and Applications of the Findings 

McKechnie et al. (2008) conducted a review of research papers presented at the ISIC, 

The Information Behavior Conference,76 over a twenty-year period (1996 to 2006) and found 

that, while a slight majority of the papers included a section on implications for practice, most of 

these statements were too general, vague, or unclear.  This section discusses specifically, albeit 

briefly, the practical implications and applications of the findings. 

At the forefront of the findings is the notion that digital literacy practices are embedded 

within online role-playing in MMORPGs.  Role-playing as an activity and online games as a 

medium should be considered as potentially powerful educational tools for digital literacy 

instruction, despite their recreational nature.  As mentioned in Section 2.2.3, many LIS 

researchers and educators have indeed used virtual worlds for training information professionals 

or as tools for information literacy instruction.  However, much of that research focuses on using 

educational games or virtual worlds rather than recreational online games or virtual worlds.  

Other researchers, such as Nicholson (2010, 2013, 2015), have explored programming with 

games in the library and using meaningful gamification to enhance learning in the classroom.  

This study provides evidence that digital literacy practices are a crucial part of recreational role-

playing in MMORPGs and that online role-playing is a complex and enjoyable activity, which 

could be an engaging and fun way to learn about digital literacy skills.  Recent work by 

Ramnarine-Rieks (2015) suggests that game design can be an effective approach for teaching 

information literacy to undergraduates if it is appropriately applied in the classroom.  As such, 

LIS educators and practitioners should consider integrating recreational online games and role-

playing into their digital literacy instruction classrooms and training as well as the resources and 

collections they use and develop.   

                                                 
75 More information about the 3 J’s and a G project can be found in this early conference paper:  Burnett, G., Lee, 
J., Hollister, J. M., Skinner, J. (2014).  Information worlds:  Boundaries and intersections in three online 

settings.  Paper presented at Internet Research 15: Boundaries and Intersections, October 21-24 2014, Daegu, the 
Republic of Korea. 
76 More information about the ISIC conference can be found here:  http://www.informationr.net/isic/papers.html  
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Another important implication arises from the understanding of the social contexts of 

digital literacy practices offered from the lens of the theory of information worlds.  As discussed 

in Section 5.4.2, the information values and social norms of individuals and communities impact 

their digital literacy practices, influencing the types of information and media they use as well as 

how they analyze and evaluate them.  LIS educators and practitioners should consider and 

address the information values and social norms of their students and patrons in order to avoid 

situations where personal bias or inexperience due to their social context negatively impacts their 

ability to effectively, efficiently, and ethnically use information, media, and ICTs.  For example, 

using political information seeking/avoidance as an analog, if a patron’s political leanings are too 

far to one side or the other, they may completely ignore or avoid information that does not come 

from what they consider to be a trusted and reliable source, even if the information is actually 

accurate and true.  Without identifying these information value systems and social norms, the 

digital literacy instruction or training may not be as useful or effective.  Understanding the 

information values and social norms may also help practitioners and educators to identify 

boundaries between groups and communities and facilitate communication between them, 

increasing the potential transfer and use of digital literacy skills in a variety of contexts.  These 

implications suggest the theory of information worlds may provide useful practical guidance in 

other instructional settings and social contexts. 

The final practical implications are directed at game developers and designers.  Like 

Williams et al. (2011), this study also describes a small yet active and passionate part of the 

MMORPG community.  Game developers and designers should acknowledge and pay attention 

to this part of their player community as they often have a deep understanding of the story and 

lore of the game as well as a keen interest in the other features and activities of the game that are 

not particularly aimed at role-playing.  When asked why they choose WildStar, role-players often 

referred to the interesting plotline or important role-playing features, such as sky plots and the 

wardrobe system.  However, many more mentioned that they appreciated the level of 

engagement and interaction that Carbine Studios maintained with their community.  As seen 

throughout the sections above, role-players regularly interacted with Carbine Studios employees, 

especially the members of the Narrative Team, via social media.  This high level of community 

engagement did not go unnoticed by role-players, who often mentioned that they appreciated it.  

This study helps demonstrate the importance of community acknowledgement and engagement 
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and game studios should strive to keep in touch with all parts or subgroups of their player 

populations. 

Additionally, given the amount and variety of information, media, and technologies used 

by role-players, enhanced integration of features that support their activities should be built into 

the game.  While the developers of some games rely on an addon system to allow players to 

change the interface or add missing features by creating and installing addons, the addons are 

still limited by the permissions granted by the developers and limitations of the game’s design, 

such as the amount of memory allocated to addons and the accessibility of the game’s 

application program interface (API).  Game designers and developers should consider native 

support and integration of social media, built-in wikis, and in-game browsers.  That said, some 

game engines are moving or have moved in this direction.  For example, Amazon’s Lumberyard 

game engine has support for cloud services and Twitch.tv streaming built into it (Amazon Web 

Services, 2016). 

5.6 Opportunities for Future Research 

Building on the intellectual contributions and practical implications and applications 

discussed above, there are a variety of opportunities and directions for future research.   

As discussed in Section 5.4.2, the digital literacy practices of role-players are impacted 

by the information value systems as well as the social norms of their community.  Future 

research that directly explores this connection between information value systems, social norms, 

and digital literacy practices is needed.  This line of research could potentially lead to a better 

understanding of some of the challenges and issues related to digital literacy instruction and 

development, such as the transfer and use of these valuable skills across multiple contexts, and 

not just in the classroom or workplace.   

The findings of this study also suggest that recreational online games and role-playing 

could be leveraged to teach and learn a digital literacy skills as well as other important skills 

mentioned by informants, such as leadership, networking, and creating writing.   Additionally, 

role-playing might also be useful for helping players to develop empathy and an understanding 

of others by gaining experience through role-playing as characters different from themselves 

and/or interacting with diverse individuals from different cultures and locations.  Role-playing 

also presents opportunities to explore social issues, such as sexism, racism, homophobia, and 

xenophobia.   Future research should focus on using and developing online games and/or role-
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playing activities and evaluating and testing their ability to teach these and related skills. 

As mentioned in Section 4.2.1, the creation and dissolution of guilds within MMORPGs 

is relatively common.  Poor and Skoric (2014) found that guilds face challenges across five 

levels: personal, subgroup, guild, game, and company.  As discussed in Section 5.7.1 below, 

problems arose in the first guild I was a part of due to the departure of a particular subgroup 

following a disagreement between guild members and officers.  Future research will revisit and 

explore the archive of the guild’s website and forums through the lens of information worlds to 

see if theory can help explain the rift and subsequent disbanding of the guild and potentially 

provide useful insights for promoting the cohesion of guilds or groups in other contexts.     

As the first application of the theory of information worlds to the study of an online 

gaming world and community, future research with the theory could be expanded to other online 

role-playing communities or different games or types of games.  For example, given some of the 

differences reported in this study as compared to the findings presented by Williams et al. 

(2011), it seems that the online role-playing communities around different games may have 

different information values and social norms as well as attract different social types or exhibit 

different digital literacy practices and information behaviors.  As some of the informants 

mentioned they had come from or still role-play in other MMORPGs, it would be interesting to 

investigate how and why information, role-players, and their communities move across or 

between different games and communities.  Other researchers, such as Pierce and Artemesia 

(2009) and Poor and Skoric (2014), have observed the migration and dispersion of guilds and 

online communities from their original games or virtual worlds to new ones.  Similarly, 

information worlds may provide an interesting way to understand how different role-playing 

communities interact with one another and how they evolve over time in different games.  And, 

as mentioned in 5.4.4., using the theory of information worlds to investigate different contexts 

and research questions with different research methodologies will aid in the continued 

development, testing, and validation of the theory of information worlds codebook, making it a 

useful tool for researchers no matter their approach or research questions.   

Another opportunity for research is the continued refinement of the hybrid ethnographic 

approach used in this study.  While the method was developed with this particular research 

context in mind, it has potential applicability in other online contexts beyond role-playing and 

online games.  This will be discussed in more detail in the following section. 
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5.7 Reflections On and Implications for Method 

The hybrid ethnography detailed in Chapter 3 combined a variety of ethnographic 

approaches into one that was adaptive, data-intensive, multi-sited, and gameplay-centric.  This 

hybrid ethnography also included the collection of various community artifacts and semi-

structured interviews, conducted both in- and out-of-character.  Based on a review of the LIS 

research literature, Khoo, Rozaklis, and Hall (2012) found that many researchers may describe 

their work as ethnographic or as ethnographies, but often fail to describe their methods in 

sufficient detail, define what they mean by “ethnography” or “ethnographic,” or adequately 

justify its use.  They go on to argue that there is a need for improving LIS curricula in order to 

better prepare both researchers and practitioners to better understand the information behaviors 

of information and library users (Khoo, Rozaklis, & Hall, 2012).  A thoughtful discussion and 

reflection on my experiences using the method may help address part of this need.  The 

following sections will describe and discuss some of the challenges I faced during data collection 

and how I addressed them, as well as discuss related implications for the method and its future 

applications.  Given the reflexive nature of this section, first person narrative will be used as 

appropriate. 

5.7.1 Data Collection Issues & Plan B 

As discussed in Section 4.2.1, my original plan was to join a role-playing guild as a 

means of becoming acclimated to role-playing and introduced and connected to community 

members.  However, shortly after I was accepted as a full member into my first guild following a 

two-month-long probation period, the guild quickly dissolved after a dispute between several 

guild members and officers.  While I will not go into the specific details about why the guild fell 

apart, using the theoretical framework of this dissertation, it can be understood as a disagreement 

between two groups of players due to differences in the interpretations and enforcement of 

information values and social norms.  Additionally, the in- and out-of-character boundary was 

broken, leading to hurt feelings and misunderstandings, which ultimately led to one group of 

role-players leaving the guild and the remaining members to disband.  This example in itself 

demonstrates the importance of social norms and information values and the potential 

ramifications of disagreements between members of overlapping information worlds.   

Situations like this, however, are not uncommon.  When the first guild went into 

permanent hiatus and disbanded, I reached out to another guild that I had applied to and was 
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accepted into77.   Unfortunately, by that time, the second guild had also had a falling out of some 

sort and members had moved on to either different guilds or games.  Given these occurrences 

and the lengthy trial periods for applying and being accepted into a guild, I opted to focus on 

public role-playing events and activities.  This move was beneficial in that it allowed me to 

participate in a greater variety of role-playing events and activities with a broader mix of 

characters and players.  While many events led or sponsored by role-playing guilds are open to 

the rest of the community, their events and activities tend to be more limited to their advancing 

their own stories or themes.   Since the hybrid ethnographic approach is guided by the research 

questions and purposively adaptive, making the switch from a guild-focused project to a public-

focused project only required a minor IRB revision to signify the change in focus.  This change 

and the flexibility inherent in the method allowed me to salvage the study without restarting it or 

having to redesign the study.  The next section will reflect on some of the other strengths of the 

approach as well as some of the other challenges. 

5.7.2 Buffs and Debuffs of the Project 

In MMORPG terminology, buffs refer to temporary enhancements or enchantments that 

provide some sort of benefit or boon to one’s character or avatar.  Similarly, debuffs can be 

understood as the opposite:  temporary ailments that damage, restrict, or impair one’s character 

or avatar is some way.  Within the context of this study, there were both buffs, which helped it 

successfully reach completion, and debuffs that made reaching the finish a challenge.  This 

section will reflect on and describe both what worked well and what presented challenges during 

this project.78   

One particular feature of the role-playing community that benefited this project was the 

welcoming and openness of the role-playing community within WildStar.  Williams et al. (2011) 

recounted difficulty with recruiting participants to participate in their study and stated that some 

participants were initially suspicious of their motivations for their research and the legitimacy of 

their study by role-players in the EverQuest II (https://www.everquest2.com/) community until 

                                                 
77 At the beginning of the study, I applied to one guild on each side of the faction split.  I simply joined the first 
guild to respond to my application and let the other guild know that I was moving forward with the first.  The details 
of my study were included in both applications. 
78 A preliminary version of these strengths and challenges was presented as a works-in-progress poster:  Hollister, J. 
M. (2015). Mirror image: An autoethnographic reflection on ethnography. Poster presented at the 2015 ALISE 
Annual Conference, Chicago, IL, January 27-30, 2015. 
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they attained insider status.  With these lessons and other ethical considerations in mind, I made 

my role as a researcher apparent throughout the study.  Information about my study was posted 

on my website and linked to and/or described in my guild applications, in- and outside-of-the 

game profiles, and forum posts.  These precautions helped the community to see the purpose and 

value of my research and ease any suspicions they might have had.  Even with very limited role-

playing experience, I was free to participate in role-playing events and activities with role-

players of all types and levels without feeling unwelcomed.   

When I first posted my recruitment thread for the semi-structured interviews, the 

response was overall very positive.  While some of those who responded ultimately were unable 

to participate in the study, many left supportive messages and welcomed the study.  For example, 

the figure below contains several of the responses from those interested in participating: 

 

Figure 14: Positive Responses and Interest in the Study 

In fact, the response was a lot more positive that I expected, so I had to temporarily create 

a waitlist while I confirmed and scheduled interviews with potential informants.  This was a 

good problem to have and worked out in the long term as not everyone who expressed interest in 

the interviews participated (though many did) and several potential interviewees were unable to 

schedule due to other commitments.  Even after pausing the interview sign-ups, several 

community members were eager to participate: 
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Figure 15: Positive Responses and Interest in the Study Continued 

Another complication created due to the positive response was the 1 C.R.E.D.D. per day 

purchase limit.  Since I was awarding 1 C.R.E.D.D. per interview and I often had multiple 

interviews each day, I was not able to always award both C.R.E.D.D. to an informant who 

participated in both in-character and out-of-character interviews or if I had scheduled interviews 

with multiple players and characters on one day.  I notified my informants that there might be a 

delay in dispensing their compensation.  On days between interviews, I tried to stock up on 

C.R.E.D.D. and then sent them to informants I owed them to via the in-game gifting and mail 

system.  I then followed up via a private whisper or in-game mail message to confirm receipt of 

the incentive.     

As mentioned above, I approached the study with transparency in mind, so details about 

the study as well as my background information were publically posted.  This seemed to ease 

any suspicions community members might have had.  One community member specifically 

commended me for publically sharing this information:   

 

Figure 16: Comment on Study Transparency 

Similarly, recruiting participants for interviews was not a problem.  After posting a call 

for participants on the community website and forums, I was able to ultimately secure 17 

informants either directly from the post or indirectly through snowball sampling as informants 

shared the information with their friends and suggested community members for me to contact.  

In the figure below, an informant mentions that they were referred to the study by one of their 

friends:  
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Figure 17: Snowball Sampling Example 

An attractive incentive—two months’ worth of game-time tokens—also seemed to help 

recruit participants.  Considering the length of the interviews, choosing an appropriate and 

valuable incentive seemed to be a good move.  Using game-time tokens or in-game items as 

incentive can be a great alternative to gift-cards or cash.  Another benefit of using game-time 

tokens or other in-game items was that it did not require collecting additional personal 

information such as personal email or physical addresses.   

As described in Chapter 3, a variety of data types were collected during this project.  

Audiovisual data was captured using Open Broadcasting Software (OBS; 

https://obsproject.com/), an open source screencasting software suite.  After some minor 

troubleshooting and adjustment to the settings, I was able to capture full high definition videos of 

my in-game play sessions and interviews complete with audio from in-game and exterior audio 

sources, such as VOIP, as well.  OBS is also used by professional and amateur gamers to 

livestream or broadcast their gameplay sessions on sites like Twitch.tv (http://www.twitch.tv/) 

and YouTube Gaming (https://gaming.youtube.com/).  With a variety of features, zero-cost, and 

a low learning curve, researchers looking to capture game-play footage should consider this 

application for their studies.79     

Textual data was collected using a variety of tools.  HTTrack Website Copier (Roche, 

2015; http://www.httrack.com/) was useful for capturing temporary websites, but was blocked 

from recording some websites due to their security features.  In those cases, the NCapture 

browser extension80 from NVivo allowed me to create .PDF files of websites and directly upload 

them into my NVivo project.  Both tools were valuable assets for collecting community artifacts.  

However, the most important tool for data collection in this study was the built-in chatlogger 

with WildStar.  Every player can access the chatlogger in the game’s options menu to turn it on 

and off.  The output chat data was raw and unfiltered, containing metadata, such as timestamps, 

channels designations, names, etc.  While this meant a great deal of time was spent cleaning the 

                                                 
79 This and following recommendations are personal opinions based on their relative usefulness for collecting data, 
and are not a paid or otherwise reimbursed endorsements. 
80 More information here: http://www.qsrinternational.com/support/faqs/what-is-ncapture  
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chat logs for analysis and reporting, a complete chatlog was crucial this project.  Another minor 

annoyance, both for my informants and myself, was the character limit on entries into the chat 

box, which sometimes caused statements and thoughts to be cut off too early.  As stated in 

Section 4.4.3.3, there are ways to avoid the issue, such as using - or -- to signify a bridge to a 

previous or forthcoming statement, but it was not always easy to know exactly when the issue 

would occur without counting individual characters.   

While the role-playing community’s openness and effective data collection tools helped 

facilitate a successful project, there were some challenges along the way.  First and foremost, the 

semi-structured nature of the interviews sometimes allowed for the topics of discussion to verge 

into interesting and unforeseen areas.  Some of the informants freely shared many personal 

details and struggles, such as their experiences with harassment, mental illness, or job insecurity.  

During these occurrences, I did my best to listen intently to the informants and was sure to 

inform them that they did not need to answer any questions or discuss anything that they did not 

wish to answer or made them uncomfortable. While I did not offer advice, I tried to be 

encouraging and understanding of their situations.  Discussions of past harassment occasionally 

came up when discussing the social rules of the community.  The examples of social norms seen 

in Section 4.4.2 would not have been as robust without some of the honest reflections on difficult 

subjects provided by my informants.   

On a personal level, this study was mentally, physically, and emotionally draining.  Long 

hours spent in- and out-of-game collecting data certainly did no favors to my waistline or back.  I 

began exercising more regularly in order to promote my health and relieve stress during the 

project.  Similarly, role -playing as an extroverted scientist was challenging on personal and 

academic levels.  As an introverted person, initiating stories and conversations with other 

characters was an anxiety-ridden experience.  However, one-on-one interviews were more 

comfortable than public role-playing events because they felt less formal despite my purposes for 

being there.   

Given a variety of professional and personal commitments, balancing and managing time 

was difficult yet possible throughout the project.  During the data collection, analysis, and 

writing portions of this project, I taught, traveled to and presented at conferences, and worked on 

other research projects.  During this time I also got married and lost two of my grandparents.  

These other commitments and events sometimes led to lengthy intervals between my updates to 
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the community website during my data analysis and writing, though the posts were still 

appreciated.  Thankfully, the WildStar overall role-playing community was regularly active 

throughout my data collection, so attending events and participating in activities that fit into my 

hectic schedule was possible.   

While the role-playing community was relatively active, the overall population of 

WildStar was instable due to a variety of reasons, as described in the Sections 4.2.1 and 5.7.1 

above.  Similarly, the implosion in the gaming community caused by #GamerGate, which began 

during the data collection phase of this project, is still reverberating.  While its overall impact on 

this study is uncertain, it may explain why women and minorities did not choose to participate in 

the interviews.  As such, it is a conflating factor worth noting and investigating in the future.   

Another debuff to this study was the fact that the data collection occurred on an aging 

gaming laptop.  While the laptops specifications were well above the minimum requirements, 

running the data collection and video capture tools alongside the game itself and VOIP 

applications was a heavy load on the system, even on a quad-core processor with hyper-

threading enabled and eight gigabytes of ram.  The laptop did overheat once, corrupting the data 

collected during that particular session.  Thankfully the other remaining local data was safe and 

functional after the reboot and I had my fieldnotes to refer to.  I also regularly updated and kept 

backup copies of my data on two external hard drives.  I caution researchers to make sure their 

systems are adequately cooled even if they had seemingly sufficient hardware.   

A more detailed reflection on the hybrid ethnography is planned post-dissertation.  

Further development of the approach will be accomplished by refining and applying it to new 

contexts and different research questions.   

5.7.3 Competing Interests:  Thick Description & Player/Character Confidentiality 

Ethnography can be understood as the thick description of a culture (Geertz, 1973).  

However, in order to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of informants, some details were 

purposefully omitted from the thick description of the role-playing community and culture in 

WildStar as reported in the findings and subsequent discussion.  Despite the fact that players 

operate avatars and role-play characters behind pseudonyms, the privacy and confidentiality of 

my informants and other observed community members are still the top priorities.  Findings 

referencing players while out-of-character are simply labelled as “Player 1, Player 2, etc.” to 

protect the player behind the avatar or character.  Additionally, Player 1 in one excerpt or 
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example is not necessarily the same Player 1 in a different example unless explicitly stated 

otherwise. 

Similarly, the characters and their stories of role-players are often quite unique, and 

therefore potentially traceable to the avatar, character, or the player behind their creation.  As 

such, the character names referenced in examples of in-character interactions throughout the 

findings and discussions have also been anonymized.  Similarly, important plot details or the 

names of guilds and venues were also omitted or removed from the reported findings.  These 

considerations are also why few screenshots of in-game footage were included in this 

dissertation; the screenshots that were shared above were edited to conceal the identity of those 

in the scene. 

Markham (2012) argues that fabrication of data through creating similar narratives or 

dialogues can be an appropriate way to protect the identity of participants while reporting 

sensitive data.  While the primary topics of this dissertation, information worlds and digital 

literacy practices, are not particularly sensitive topics, some of the examples and reflections 

shared by some informants when discussing social norms and their enforcement could be 

considered sensitive.  When reporting these findings, I either removed identifiable information or 

reported a more general example rather than one specific to the informant’s unique situation.   

Within the context of this study, omission, rather than fabrication, is used to ensure informant 

confidentiality and privacy.  Given the connection between a player and their character, it still 

may be possible for informants to identify themselves in this research. 

Another issue worth noting is that a majority of the data collected for this study is 

publicly accessible and collectible by anyone using similar techniques and tools.  This aspect, as 

approved by the Human Subjects Committee at the Florida State University IRB, allowed me to 

collect observational data through participant observation and engagement in-game as well as 

data in the form of community artifacts, such as forum and social media posts, without informed 

consent; the semi-structured interviews still required a traditional informed consent process.  

Even with this affordance, I made the details of my study and identity as an active researcher 

known through my posts and profiles and was open about the study from the outset.  In 

conservations with community members and the primary community website’s moderators prior 

to collecting data from their site, they pointed out that some community members may not have 
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been aware of my study or had missed my other posts.  One community member shared the 

following concerns on one of my periodic update forum posts:   

 

Figure 18: Public Data Concerns 

While I took precautions to include notes in my profiles, forums signatures, and other 

descriptions of my study that clearly state I was recording data and included statements asking 

community members to contact me if they wanted to opt out or ask questions, it is still possible 

that some community members did not know, as the post in the figure above suggests.  Given the 

high level of activity and information exchange as well as the persistent nature of the game 

world, it is easy to see how the information could go unseen.  Given this concern and the 

discussions with the moderators, a public notice was posted to the news section of the forum, 

which is clearly visible upon visiting or logging into the website.  This initial notice post was 

made by a moderator and stated their acknowledgement, but not sponsorship, of the study and a 

reminder to the community that the site is indeed public.81  I quickly posted after the initial post 

to open up the thread to discussion if anyone had any concerns, questions, or comments.   

Additionally, as seen in Figure 18, the concern also expressed that they felt the content 

“doesn’t feel like public data” and that role-playing can be “very personal.”  These concerns are 

precisely why I took care to protect the identities of my informants and other community 

members and was transparent in my activities.  The community’s feedback was an important part 

of ensuring the success of the project.  After explaining my approach to data collection and 

describing the precautions I had been taking, I did not receive any other feedback from the 

author of the above post nor did anyone contact me to opt out from the study.  Despite 

sometimes lengthy breaks between updates due to analysis, writing, and other commitments, the 

community members seemed to appreciate my check-ins, as one community member stated: 

                                                 
81 Here, sponsorship means that they did not invite or fund or were otherwise associated with the study.  Their 
positive response and support were invaluable to this project. 
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Figure 19: Don't Be a Stranger 

 As stated in Section 5.7.2 above, competing time commitments during data collection, 

analysis, and writing sometimes led to long periods between updates and ultimately contributed 

to the length of time it took to complete this dissertation.  The continued interest and support 

from the community did help motivate me to complete the project.   

5.8 Limitations and Precautions 

The limitations associated with this ethnographic study mirror those of other heavily 

qualitative research methods (Boellstorff et al., 201282; Schutt, 2009; Thomas & Nyce, 1998).  

The people, situations, and conversations observed and engaged with are unique to the particular 

community and culture that the researcher is studying.  The most notable limitation is that the 

results or findings of an ethnographic study are difficult to generalize.  Similarly, the precise 

causal mechanisms that may facilitate the development of information behaviors or digital 

literacy skills and practices may not be suitably measured through an ethnographic study.   

However, the point of an ethnography is to describe and explore the behaviors and 

cultures of unique communities.  While highly specialized in many ways, the information 

behaviors utilized, problems encountered, and solutions improvised by role players in 

MMORPGs may be useful in other virtual worlds or extrapolated to similar or new 

environments, such as augmented reality, virtual organizations, or distance learning.  As seen in 

the results and discussions above, some of the findings may be transferable to similar settings 

and contexts, such as role-playing communities in other MMORPGs.83 

Given these limitations, several precautions were taken to ensure the findings were 

accurate, reliable, and true to the experiences of those in the community.  These included the use 

of multiple data types and collection points, inter-coder reliability testing (reported in Section 

3.4.2.1), and member-checking.  The following sections will report on those efforts. 

 

                                                 
82 Boellstorff et al. (2012) discuss ten popular myths regarding the validity of ethnographic research.  These myths 
serve as prime examples of the quantitative vs. qualitative research debate; while noteworthy, this conversation is 
too broad to discuss here.  Please see chapter three of Boellstorff et al. (2012), “Ten Myths of About Ethnography,” 
for a lengthier commentary.   
83 As noted in the results and discussion above, some role-players in WildStar had role-played or still role-play 
characters in a variety of other MMORPGs or role-playing communities.   
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5.8.1 Triangulation:  Supplementary and Complimentary Data Points 

As described in Chapter 3, the hybrid ethnographic approach collected a variety of data 

types through multiple data collection sites.  Textual data included in-game chatlogs, interview 

transcripts, community forums, archives of community websites, and social media posts.  

Audiovisual data included in-game video captures as well as screenshots.   

The interview transcripts and chat-log data served as the primary and most informative 

pieces of this study. The in-game video data was collected in unison with the in-game chatlogs.  

While role-playing took place primarily through text channels, role-playing also involves a 

variety of virtual/physical aspects within the game world.  For example, without capturing the in-

game observations, the nuances of role-playing within a virtual world, such as emotes, staging, 

player housing, story staging, locations, and other settings as well as individual character 

behaviors and wardrobes, would not easily be understood through textual data alone.  Similarly, 

engaging in role-playing events and activities with community members was especially helpful 

for understanding the normative information behaviors and digital literacy practices needed for 

role-playing.  Additionally, role-playing also allowed me, and Thorstein, to see how the social 

norms and information value systems of the role-playing community manifest in both in-

character and out-of-character information worlds.   

Fieldnotes were kept via pen and paper and primarily used to record my thoughts on 

poignant themes or interesting occurrences during data collection or to document my reflections 

on the method itself throughout the study.  As mentioned in Section 5.7.2, the paper and pen 

notes were crucial for recording thoughts and findings that would have been otherwise lost due 

to my laptop overheating and crashing.  Similarly, reserving the fieldnotes to primarily 

reflections helped to separate autoethnographic data from the other qualitative data, which can be 

an issue in ethnographic work.  The fieldnotes were summarized to form the foundation for 

Section 5.7 above.  

5.8.2 Member Checking 

In addition to triangulating multiple data types and points and inter-coder reliability 

testing, member checking was used to ensure the verifiability and accuracy of the findings.  This 

provided another opportunity to engage with the community and get feedback on the accuracy 

and trustworthiness of the findings.  As discussed in Chapter 3, Adams (2009) also successfully 

used member checking in a similar study.  In this dissertation project, member checking was 
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accomplished through posting a summarized version of the findings to the community forums.  I 

also invited the site moderators to view the results and invited informants and community 

members I had interacted with on the forums or during the interviews.  The thread was left open 

for a week to allow community members to read it over, leave comments, or ask questions.  

During that week I checked for comments each day and tried to answer their questions or clarify.   

Following that week, the summary post earned 6 stars, the equivalent to Facebook “likes” 

or “favorites” on Twitter, and received favorable feedback.  One question asked whether I was 

collecting data moving forward, to which I replied that I was not.  This message did remind me 

to update my forum signatures and profile to reflect as much.  Another, interested community 

member stated that my findings seemed to match their experiences as well: 

 

Figure 20: Member Checking Conversation 

This reply led to a conversation with the community member, which seemed to tease out 

some of the findings and implications discussed above.  My next response explained that I 

thought they were on to something and that I also thought it would be interesting to see how it 

would compare across communities as well.   As seen in Figure 21 below, this particular 

community member focused on one part of my response that they found most interesting.  Seeing 

this role-player connect my findings with their own experiences and reflections on media literacy 

reinforces my findings that role-players do engage with and use digital literacy skills at various 

levels, depending on the context.  Of particular note is their mention of the change from media 

consumption only to both consumption and creation, which is in line with the definitions of 

digital literacy skills used by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2011a), among others.  

Given the amount of information and media used and created through role-playing, role-playing 

may be a useful tool for digital literacy skills instruction.
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Figure 21: Member Checking Conversation Continued 

5.9 Logout (Conclusion) 

Online role-playing in WildStar is a complex, information- and media-dense activity 

influenced and regulated by rules established by a dedicated community and facilitated by a 

variety of information communication technologies.   Creating character and stories, planning 

and participating in events, as well as researching and discussing lore information can require 

significant amounts of information work as well as sizeable investments of both time and 

emotion.  Similarly, research on such a nuanced and complicated set of activities in a persistent 

virtual game world was challenging, but ultimately fruitful.   

Through the lens of the theory of information worlds, this study described the social 

contexts of information use and digital literacy practices within in the WildStar role-playing 

community.  In particular, the concepts of information value and, to a lesser but still important 

extent, social norms, helped to describe and to provide an understanding of the digital literacy 

practices of role-players.  Confirming and expanding previous findings, digital literacy practices 

and skills in WildStar were social and collaborative in nature and also an intrinsic and embedded 



221 
 

part of role-playing.  Therefore, it can be argued that digital literacy skills are a required for 

successful and enjoyable role-playing.   That said, while role-playing does not require absolute 

mastery or complete digital literacy, it does require that role-players leverage digital literacy and 

other skills from other members of their community.  In effect, the seeking out and usage of 

appropriate resources, whether other players or otherwise, is further evidence of the digital 

literacy skills of role-players.   

Given the theoretical, practical, and methodological contributions and implications of this 

study, LIS educators, practitioners, and researchers should consider both the intrinsic and 

potential educational value of recreational online games and role-playing and, hopefully, expand 

scholarship on games within LIS and its related disciplines.  Considering the massive appeal of 

games, its ever-growing industry, and the relatively dearth of gaming research in the LIS 

literature, opportunities for LIS researchers are plentiful.  Since information is as ubiquitous and 

important in games as it is in any context, LIS researchers, practitioners, and educators have the 

chance to position themselves and apply their unique understanding of information to solve the 

information problems and meet the information needs and wants of those in the exciting and 

evolving context of recreational games.  Of course, that depends on whether they are up to the 

challenge and choose to play that role. 

 

  



222 
 

APPENDIX A 

 
ROLE-PLAYING PROFILE 

 
 
This statement will be posted on the forums and in the researcher’s profile on relevant 

gaming community websites (e.g. the guild’s website or forum” related to the game the 

researcher is participating/observing).  It will provide a brief backstory for the researcher’s 

character for role-playing purposes.  This story may be subject to change depending on the story 

or mission of the informant role-playing guild. 

 

A gruff looking individual sits in the library huddled over a book, furiously taking notes.  

This is none other than Thorstein, a traveling librarian and scientist (mad, some say).  Thorstein 

is interested in studying the cultures across different planets and galaxies as well as dabbling in 

the healing arts.  He can frequently be found collecting artifacts and pestering people for 

interviews.  It is said that he records everything he can—he always carries around a tattered field 

notebook stuffed with extra pieces of paper.  While he is often quietly scribbling away in his 

notebook, he enjoys interacting with others and learning more about the diverse cultures 

interacting on Nexus. 

((I am currently recording my game-play sessions for a research project.  Please visit < 

link to Active Researcher Profile on personal website/Appendix B> for more information.  If you 

do not wish to be recorded, please let me know immediately!)) 
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APPENDIX B 

 
ACTIVE RESEARCHER PROFILE 

 
 
This statement will be posted on the forums and in the researcher’s profile on relevant 

gaming community websites (e.g. the guild’s website or forums related to the game the 

researcher is participating/observing).  It will provide a brief background of the researcher and 

describe the goals of the study and potential risks to the participant.  Contact and IRB 

information will also be provided.  This will act to inform potential participants in an 

environment that does not facilitate informed consent. 

 

IN- AND OUT-OF-CHARACTER: 
THE DIGITAL LITERACY PRACTICES AND EMERGENT INFORMATION 

WORLDS OF ACTIVE ROLE-PLAYERS IN A NEW MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER 
ONLINE ROLE-PLAYING GAME 

 
I am Jonathan M. Hollister, a doctoral candidate from the School of Information at 

Florida State University.  As part of my dissertation project, I am seeking to observe, role-play 

with, and interview active role-players in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 

(MMORPGs), specifically in WildStar (www.wildstar-online.com).   Please consider allowing 

me to participate in your guild’s RP!   

Goals 

I hope to explore and describe the information worlds and digital literacy practices of active role-

players in MMORPGs.  The research questions for my study are: 

1. What characterizes the information worlds of active role-players in MMORPGs? 

a. What social types exist in MMORPGs? 

b. What are the social norms of MMORPG players? 

c. What types of information behaviors are used? 

d. What types of information are valuable to MMORPG players? 

e. What boundaries exist in the information worlds of MMORPG players? 

2. To what extent do MMORPG players develop and use digital literacy skills? 

3. How does the theory of information worlds help explain the use of digital literacy skills 

in MMORPGs? 
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For more information on these skills, please visit the Partnership for 21st Century Skills’ 

website (http://www.p21.org/about-us/p21-framework/61).   If you would like more information 

about the concepts mentioned above please let me know. 

Method & Procedure 

I hope to engage with role-players as one of them through an ethnographic study as well 

as interview active MMORPG role-players.  I am particularly interested in studying role-players 

in MMORPGs as they are often underrepresented in the research literature.  I hope to interview 

with players both in-character and out-of- character within WildStar, but I will also be available 

via email, phone, Skype or other VOIP for out-of-character interviews outside of the game.  You 

can do in-character or out-of-character interviews, or both based on your preferences.  Interviews 

will last approximately 30 to 90 minutes and will be scheduled around your availability.  My 

ethnographic observations will be collected over a 6-month period and will include audiovisual 

recordings, screenshots, chatlogs, and a sampling of community game sites and forums. 

Optional Participation 

Of course, participation is completely voluntary and you may leave the study at any time, 

no questions asked.  Your choice to participate or not will not have an impact on your school or 

work evaluations.   Please let me know if you do not wish to be included. 

Risks & Confidentiality 

The risks associated with participation are minimal or about the same as normal 

MMORPG and Internet use.  There is a chance that some of the interview questions could make 

you uncomfortable, but these may be skipped.  As a responsible researcher and fellow gamer, I 

can assure you all that any private or personally identifiable information that comes up during 

the study will be kept confidential and will be kept so throughout the analysis phase of the study 

to the extent allowed by law.  Following the conclusion of the analysis phase, all personally 

identifiable information will be destroyed.  Any screenshots or other examples used in the 

publication of this data will include pseudonyms to protect your identity. 

Benefits & Reimbursement 

Participating in this study will help scholar better understand online role-playing in 

MMORPGs and potentially aid game developers to integrate features more beneficial to role-

players. 
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If you are interviewed, you will receive up to 2 C.R.E.D.D.’s (40 USD value); 

C.R.E.D.D. are an in-game WildStar token that may redeemed for 1 month of game-time each or 

traded for gold on the in-game C.R.E.D.D. Exchange. You will receive 1 C.R.E.D.D. for one in-

character or out-of-character interview, and 2 C.R.E.D.D.* if you choose to do both.  You may 

only participate in the interviews once, earning a maximum of 2 C.R.E.D.D.’s. 

*Given the limitation of 1 gifted C.R.E.D.D. per day, there may be a delay in your compensation 

if you choose this option. 

Contact Information & Results 

If you have questions or need clarification about any of the above information or your 

rights as a study participant, please do not hesitate to anonymously, if you desire, contact the 

Institutional Review Board at FSU by phone at (850) 644-7900—the HRC assurance number is 

FWA00000168 and the IRB number is IRB00000446.  You may also contact me directly by 

email at jmh09k@fsu.edu or by phone at (850) ***-****.  Additionally, you can contact my 

major professor, Dr. Don Latham, by email at ****@fsu.edu or by calling the School of 

Information at (850) ***-**** and asking for a transfer.  You can also use these contacts to 

enquire about the research results.  

Thank you for your time and participation.  I will respond to your questions in this thread 

as well. 

Best Regards, 

    Jon 

Jonathan M. Hollister, MSLIS 

Ph.D. Candidate 

<link to personal website with project information>  
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APPENDIX C 

 

INFORMATION WORLDS AND DIGITAL LITERACY PRACTICES 

CODEBOOK 

 
 
The researcher is working with a group to create a codebook specific to information 

worlds.  As such, the coding entries based on Information Worlds are subject to change.   

1.  Record #: _____________ 

2. Artifact type:   

a. Chat log  

b. Screen Shot  

c.    Audio/Video Recording  

d. Web resource (forum, wiki posts, websites, etc.)  

3. Activity type, i.e. dungeon, questing, conversation, etc.: _____________ 

4. Player(s) involved:  _____________ 

5. Topic(s) discussed: _____________ 

Check all that apply and provide a note about the location/time of the occurrence. 

6. Social Types – role(s) that an individual fulfills in an information world as determined, in 

part, by how others in that world view them 

7. Social Norms – agreed upon, but not necessarily articulated, acceptable forms of 

observable behavior 

8. Normative Information Behaviors – any potential normative behaviors regarding the use 

or nonuse of information 

9. Information literacy skills. Check all that apply: 

o Access information efficiently (time) and effectively (sources) 

o Evaluate information critically and competently. 

o Use information accurately and creatively for the issues or problem at hand 

o Manage the flow of information from a wide variety of sources 

o Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information. 

10. Media literacy skills. Check all that apply: 
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o Understand both how and why media messages are constructed, and for what 

purposes 

o Examine how individuals interpret messages differently, how values and points 

of view are included or excluded, and how media can influence beliefs and 

behaviors 

o Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of media 

o Understand and utilize the most appropriate media creation tools, characteristics 

and conventions 

o Understand and effectively utilize the most appropriate expressions and 

interpretations in diverse, multi-cultural environments. 

11. Communications technology literacy 

o Use technology as a tool to research, organize, evaluate and communicate 

information 

o Use digital technologies (computers, PDAs, media players, GPS,  etc.), 

communication/networking tools and social networks appropriately to access, 

manage, integrate, evaluate and create information to successfully function in a 

knowledge economy 

o Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information technologies. 

12. Information Value— “world’s shared sense of a scale of the importance of information” 

(Jaeger and Burnett, 2010, p. 8)  

13. Boundaries—“the places at which information worlds come into contact with each other 

and across which communication and information exchange can – but may or may not – 

take place” (Jaeger & Burnett, 2010, p.8) 

14. Summary/Notes (Be sure to note timestamps of examples): 

15. Your initials:  _____________ 

16. Date:  __/__/____ 

References 
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APPENDIX D 

 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWS 

 
 
A separate form for those that volunteer for the semi-structured interviews.  Informed 

consent will be confirmed and the interviews will be conducted in-game via in-game chat or by 

voice in the recorded VOIP sessions.  The informed consent information will be made available 

on the Role-Playing Community and/or Guild Forum.  The researcher will ask potential 

participants to review the information as posted and offer an opportunity to them to ask questions 

or seek clarification prior to the interview.  Once the researcher has addressed any and all 

questions or concerns, the participant will be asked if they consent to participate in the study; 

participants will be asked to state their character name and their choice to participate or not with 

a textual or verbal statement in the game. Character names will serve as the unique identifier for 

each participant to certify consent, and will be used in lieu of the real life names of the 

participants in order to protect their privacy. 

IN- AND OUT-OF-CHARACTER: 

THE DIGITAL LITERACY PRACTICES AND EMERGENT INFORMATION 

WORLDS OF ACTIVE ROLE-PLAYERS IN A NEW MASSIVELY MULTIPLAYER 

ONLINE ROLE-PLAYING GAME 

Part I 

Introduction 

I am Jonathan M. Hollister, a doctoral candidate from the School of Information at 

Florida State University.  As part of my dissertation project, I am seeking to interview active 

role-players in Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs), specifically in 

WildStar (www.wildstar-online.com).   Please consider participating in an interview; you may 

think it over and discuss this with someone you trust before making a decision. 

Goals 

I hope to explore and describe the information worlds and digital literacy practices of active role-

players in MMORPGs.  The research questions for my study are: 

1. What characterizes the information worlds of active role-players in MMORPGs? 

a. What social types exist in MMORPGs? 
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b. What are the social norms of MMORPG players? 

c. What types of information behaviors are used? 

d. What types of information are valuable to MMORPG players? 

e. What boundaries exist in the information worlds of MMORPG players? 

2. To what extent do MMORPG players develop and use digital literacy skills? 

3. How does the theory of information worlds help explain the use of digital literacy skills 

in MMORPGs? 

For more information on these skills, please visit the Partnership for 21st Century Skills’ 

website (http://www.p21.org/about-us/p21-framework/61).   If you would like more information 

about the concepts mentioned above please let me know. 

Method & Procedure 

As mentioned above, I hope to interview active MMORPG role-players.  I am 

particularly interested in interviewing role-players in MMORPGs as they are often 

underrepresented in the research literature. I hope to interview with players both in-character and 

out-of- character within WildStar, but I will also be available via email, phone, Skype or other 

VOIP for out-of-character interviews outside of the game.  You can do in-character or out-of-

character interviews, or both based on your preferences.  Interviews will last approximately 30 to 

90 minutes and will be scheduled around your availability. 

Optional Participation 

Of course, participation is completely voluntary and you may leave the study at any time, 

no questions asked.  Your choice to participate or not will not have an impact on your school or 

work evaluations.   Please let me know if you do not wish to be included. 

Risks & Confidentiality 

The risks associated with the interviews are minimal.  There is a chance that some of the 

questions could make you uncomfortable, but these may be skipped.  As a responsible researcher 

and fellow gamer, I can assure you all that any private or personally identifiable information that 

comes up during the interview will be kept confidential and will be kept so throughout the 

analysis phase of the study to the extent allowed by law.  Following the conclusion of the 

analysis phase, all personally identifiable information will be destroyed.  Any screenshots or 

other examples used in the publication of this data will include pseudonyms to protect your 

identity. 
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Benefits & Reimbursement 

Participating in this study will help scholar better understand online role-playing in 

MMORPGs and potentially aid game developers to integrate features more beneficial to role-

players. 

If you are interviewed, you will receive up to 2 C.R.E.D.D.’s (40 USD value); 

C.R.E.D.D. are an in-game WildStar token that may redeemed for 1 month of game-time each or 

traded for gold on the in-game C.R.E.D.D. Exchange. You will receive 1 C.R.E.D.D. for one in-

character or out-of-character interview, and 2 C.R.E.D.D.* if you choose to do both.  You may 

only participate in the interviews once, earning a maximum of 2 C.R.E.D.D.’s. 

*Given the limitation of 1 gifted C.R.E.D.D. per day, there may be a delay in your compensation 

if you choose this option. 

Contact Information & Results 

If you have questions or need clarification about any of the above information or your 

rights as a study participant, please do not hesitate to anonymously, if you desire, contact the 

Institutional Review Board at FSU by phone at (850) 644-7900—the HRC assurance number is 

****** and the IRB number is ******.  You may also contact me directly by email at 

*****@fsu.edu or by phone at (850) ***-****.  Additionally, you can contact my major 

professor, Dr. Don Latham, by email at *****@fsu.edu or by calling the School of Information 

at (850) ***-**** and asking for a transfer.  You can also use these contacts to enquire about the 

research results.  

Please keep a copy of this statement for your records. Thank you for your time and 

participation. 

Best Regards, 

    Jon 

Jonathan M. Hollister, MSLIS 

Ph.D. Candidate 

Part II – Certificate of Informed Consent 

Potential interviewees will be asked to review the posted information above prior to 

confirming and scheduling an interview; a URL link to the information will be provided to them. 

The researcher will then clarify any terms or answer any questions from the potential participant.  
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Prior to interviewing, the researcher will recite the following passage to the potential interview 

participant via in-game chat or by voice in VOIP: 

“I have read the information posted by researcher and hereby agree to the terms of the 

research study.  I have had the chance to ask questions about the study and received answers to 

my satisfaction.  I confirm that I have been informed and consent to participation in this study.” 

The researcher will then ask the participant to agree or disagree to the above statement by 

asking them to state their character and account name (if different from character name—account 

name is needed to distribute the interview rewards) and to write or verbally express agreement or 

disagreement to the statement (e.g. I, Character/Account Name, agree to the terms of the study 

and consent to participate).  Those that do not agree to the terms of the study will not be 

interviewed.  Those that agree will considered informed and consented, and will be allowed to 

interview. 

Record of Consent: 

Consent Yes/No:   

Character name of the participant and/or Account name: 

Filename/location recorded consent (Researcher-use only): 

Date: 

Following confirmation of informed consent, the researcher will state the following:   

“As the researcher, I certify that any and all questions that the potential participant has 

asked have been answered and that the individual above has chosen to participate via their own 

free will.  I will provide a record of the informed consent to the participant via in-game mail that 

contains the location of informed consent information and my contact information.” 

The researcher will send the informed consent information location (URL link to the 

original forum post) and contact information to the participant via in-game mail and save a 

screen shot for recording keeping. 
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APPENDIX E 

 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
 
These interview questions are designed for the out-of-character interviews.  In-character 

interviews will make references to the community or mission of the guild rather than the 

“game”— mores specific IC questions will be in parentheses.  Due to the semi-structured nature 

of the interviews, the questions asked may deviate slightly from the guiding questions here in the 

event of emergent relevant information.  How these interview questions match with the research 

questions will be described within brackets. 

1. Informed Consent:  Do you have any questions about the research study, its risks and 

benefits, or your rights as a participant? Please let me know if I can explain anything. 

2. Basic demographics: 

a. Age, Sex, Race and Ethnicity, Trade, Education Level 

3. Describe the culture of the game as you see it? [Social Norms:  1b]  

a. What are some of the spoken or unspoken rules that players abide by? 

b. What kinds of behavior would no one take offense to?  

c. What kinds of behavior would upset others? 

4. What roles do you fulfill in the game?  (Tell me about yourself and your story—how has 

it made you the way you are today?).  [Social Types: 1a] 

a. Do you lead?  

b. Are you a competitive or cooperative player?  

c. What do you do for a living?   

d. What other activities do you participate in? 

e. What motivates you to play?  (What motivation drives your quest?) 

i. Why do you role-play? 

f. How do you fit in with the rest of the guild? 

g. How would you describe your playing style? Your approach to role-playing?  

How is it different from others? 

5. What sources of information (print, online, media, people) do you use to find out things 

relating to the game? [Normative Information Behaviors, Digital Literacies:  1c, 2, 3] 
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a. What about for your job?   

b. What channels of communication do you use? Voice? Chat? Both?  

c. Do you create any media or contribute to community information sites? 

d. How do you know if the information you find is reliable? 

6. What kinds of information are valuable to players?  (What types of information are 

important to your mission?) [Information Value:  1d] 

a. What kinds of information are helpful for you to be successful in your gaming, 

school, work, and family lives? 

7. What boundaries exist between your work, family, social, and gaming lives? (What 

boundaries do you encounter in the guild or community?)  [Boundaries:  1e, 3] 

a. Do you know and actively interact with gaming friends in real life? 

b. What things or skills have you learned from playing MMORPGs? 

c. Have you applied anything that you’ve learned on the job or in school to your 

gaming life? Vice versa? 

8. How do you express yourself in the game?  [Boundaries: 3] 

a. How much of “you” is in your character? 

9. Why did you choose WildStar? (What brings you to Nexus?)  [Social types, social norms, 

information value, boundaries: 1a, 1b, 1d, 1e.   

a. Are you planning on continuing on in WildStar?  (Do you plan to explore other 

worlds?  

b. What are you choosing to stay/leave? (Both)  

What would a change mean for your role-playing and/or your character? 
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APPENDIX F 

 
UPDATED INFROMATION WORLDS GENERAL CODEBOOK 
 
 
This updated version of the information worlds general codebook contains revisions and 

expansions that resulted from continued work from 3 J’s and a G (Jisue Lee, Julia Skinner, 

Jonathan M. Hollister, and Gary Burnett) as well as additional contextual examples and 

suggested questions to consider while coding that were informed by the data analysis, findings 

and discussions presented in this dissertation.  The first two columns of the codebook were used 

for the directed content analysis described in Sections 3.4.1 and 3.4.2.  This codebook is still a 

work-in-progress. 

Concept/Primary Code Subcodes RP/Online Game Contextual Examples 

& Questions to Consider 

Social Types (ST) 

Operationalized 
Definition:  Role(s) 
fulfilled by an individual in 
an information world as 
determined, in part, by how 
others in that world view 
them. 

Explicit status(es)/title(s) 

(Achieved status or appointed title of 
individuals)  

 What are the professional 
roles or occupations? 

 How are social types and 
identities expressed and 
managed? 

 Examples: Use of naming 
protocols/norms (e.g. first 
name basis or the use of 
titles/credentials/ranks) 

 Guild leaders or officers 
 Community forum moderators, 

or website hosts.   
 RP event hosts, leaders, and 

organizers (could be IC or OOC). 

Implicit status(es)  
(How others see the individual; may 
be seen through explicit statements 
or inferred through observation of 
how the individual is treated) 

 Do others say anything 
directly about someone 
(e.g. “he’s an idiot”)? 

 Are there other behaviors 
that suggest a role (e.g. 
others world members 
consistently defer to a 
particular individual’s 
opinion)? 

 Headcanon experts, for example: 
“Go talk to so and so about lore 
information on the Aurin. 

 Negative character archetypes, 
such as Mary-Sues, Know-it-
Alls, Mr. Invincible/All-
Powerful. 

Team/community role  
(Role on a team as a function of 
status, system, or community) 

 What 
activities/responsibilities 
are exhibited through 
explicit or implicit 

 Website or forum moderators 
typically organize and share 
information on the forums; keep 
the peace. 

 ICly, stories that involve groups 
and teams may designate certain 
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roles?  Are the activities 
undertaken by an individual 
seen as appropriate (for that 
individual) by others? 

 Are there context-specific, 
behavior-defined 
types/roles (e.g. question 
asker/answerer, 
troubleshooter, skeptic, 
trusted expert, experienced 
guide)? 

responsibilities for certain 
characters. 

 Similarly, stories may specify 
heroes, villains, etc. 

 Do roles change based on IC or 
OOC context? In-game/Outside-
of-game? 

Hierarchy  

(Power relationship[s] between 
social types in a given information 
world; may be explicit or implicit) 

 Where does the social type 
exist in the line of 
command or in the chain of 
social status?   

 What and how much 
authority/power/oversight 
does this social type have 
over others? 

 Are there power 
conflicts?  Who or what 
instigated changes in the 
power dynamics? Why and 
when did the conflict 
begin? 

 Guild often have a leadership 
hierarchy 

 One leader? Multiple? 
 How many officers are there, 

how are they divided? Whom do 
they oversee? 

Gender  

(Presented gender identity of the 
individual) 

 Are social types within the 
information world 
gendered? 

 Are different genders 
portrayed or treated 
differently? (may be 
implicit or explicit) 

 Are issues of gender role 
explicitly discussed? 

 

 Do players create characters of 
the same gender? 

 Do players/characters treat 
players/characters differently due 
to their gender identity? 

 What are the preferred pronouns 
of your informants? 

Race/Ethnicity  
(Stated racial and/or ethnic identities 
of the individual) 

 Is there observable 
privilege or discrimination? 
(May be explicit or 
implicit) 

 Are people of different 
racial backgrounds or 
ethnicities treated or 
portrayed differently? 

 Are issues of race/ethnic 
role explicitly discussed? 

 Do players create characters of 
the same race (or species)? 

 Do players/characters treat 
players/characters differently due 
to their racial or ethnic identity? 

 How do members of 
marginalized communities 
identify themselves? 

 Are racial stereotypes used?  For 
example, according to the lore, 
different races are described as 
having certain attributes. 
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History/Backstory  
(The role[s] an individual has played 
over time) 

 Are there any statements 
about an individual’s past 
reflecting either continuity 
or change of role over time 
(e.g. “he used to be king, 
but now he’s just a 
troublemaker”)? 

 Are characters unique to 
WildStar or carried over (either 
exactly or in concept) from other 
MMORPGs? 

 IC plotlines and official lore may 
involve substantial histories with 
shifts in leadership or changes in 
population 

 How has server population 
impacted the community’s make-
up? 

Other social types (Social types that 
cannot easily be determined because 
they are not explicitly stated and/or 
cannot be inferred through 
observation; when an individual 
simultaneously seems to play 
conflicting multiple roles; or in 
situations when existing Social Type 
codes do not seem appropriate; this 
code should, whenever possible, be 
used with one of the following sub-
codes, or a new sub-code to indicate 
why the social type is “other”) 

 Ambiguous or Amorphous: 
Social type seems unclear 
or fuzzy; or social type 
never stated, and cannot be 
inferred by observation 

 Complex: There seems to 
be a conflict between an 
individual’s explicit role 
and his/her socially defined 
role; an individual is seen 
as several seemingly very 
different types (e.g. 
someone is a tyrant and also 
a weak leader, 
simultaneously) 

 Consider potential interactions 
and relationships across 
boundaries. 

 Do social types or roles change 
across contexts?  If so, how much 
and when? Why?  This may be 
related to social norms and 
information value systems. 

Social Norms (SN) 

Operationalized 

Definition:  Agreed upon 
behaviors are those that are 
common and accepted 
practice within a world, and 
are enforced by actors 
within that world. In a 
research project, explicit 
statements may be made 
about behavior, or patterns 
that are influenced by others 
in the world may be seen in 
behavior. 

Explicit norms  
(Formalized statements that clearly 
articulate norms for a behavior, 
either by affirming the behavior in 
question or by indicating its 
inappropriateness)  

 Are there explicitly stated 
and enforced rules or laws? 

 Examples: FAQs, 
Acceptable Use Policies, 
other formalized rules or 
laws 

 Are these norms 
community or system based 
(i.e., are they established by 
a legal authority charged 

 Check official EULA and codes 
of conduct posted by the 
publisher or on community 
websites. 

 Related to social types, who 
creates the rules?  Who enforces 
them? 

 What sorts of behavior are 
acceptable or not? 
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with making the rules, or 
are they determined by 
group consensus or by 
some other informal 
process)? 

 If there is a legal authority, 
how is that authority 
determined? Is it imposed 
from outside of the 
community or chosen [or 
elected] by members of the 
community?  (This speaks 
to the linkage between 
Social Type and Social 
Norm) 

 Do group members have 
explicit permission to 
engage in any non-
normative behaviors under 
certain circumstances? 

 Do group members have 
explicit permission to 
discuss unrelated topics? 
Are there topics that are 
forbidden?   

Implicit norms  
(Behaviors or sets of behaviors that 
recur over time and are reinforced by 
the community, either through 
explicit statements of reinforcement, 
or by observable acts of approval or 
disapproval) 

 How are these norms 
expressed?  Are they 
openly discussed, or are 
they largely “invisible” 
(i.e., simply accepted as 
“the way things are” and 
never mentioned)? 

 Do group members tolerate 
non-normative or 
“unacceptable” behaviors 
under certain 
circumstances? 

 Is off-topic discussion 
tolerated by community 
members? Do members 
engage in or complain 
about such tangents?   

 Are there any unwritten rules to 
role-playing? 

 Suggested character types? 
 How are implicit norms 

expressed by the community?   
  

Enforcement mechanisms  
(May be explicit or implicit) 

 Sanctions: Are there 
explicit sanctions for 
violating social 
norms?  Are there degrees 

 Example:  political/social issues 
or real world news might be 
shunned or ignored (related to 
information value). 

 Example:  Moderators, guild 
leaders or officers may enforce 
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of severity in these 
sanctions (e.g. a short “time 
out” vs. expulsion from the 
community)? 

 Reinforcement: Do you see 
evidence of reinforcement 
or encouragement of certain 
behaviors over others? 

codes of conduct and remove 
offenders. 

 Example, toxic players or 
archetypes encouraged to change 
or are ignored. 

Expression  
(This addresses Social Norms related 
to communication practices, with an 
emphasis on  the tone and interactive 
aspects of communication)  

 Does there appear to be a 
preferred tone of 
communication?  Is the 
tone serious?  Jocular? 
Disagreeable?  Etc.  

 Any norms that impact 
information use and exchange. 

 Example:  information social 
norms dictate separation of IC 
and OOC information, designate 
certain channels and/or symbols 
for certain information (related to 
normative information 
behaviors). 

Normative Information 

Behavior (IB) 

Operationalized 

Definition:  Any potential 
normative behaviors 
regarding the use or nonuse 
of information. 

Information sources  
(Where information comes from) 

 Where are individuals or 
groups getting their 
information? 

 Examples:  Sources may 
include formal sources such 
as articles, books, 
newspapers, websites. etc.. 
and informal or 
interpersonal sources 
(friends, family, hearsay, 
etc.) 

 Within the world, is 
information that is sought, 
shared, or exchanged drawn 
from a wide or narrow 
range of sources?  Are 
those sources formal, 
informal, interpersonal, or 
some mix? 

 Role-players (RPers) sources 
information from official 
sources, websites, forums, wikis, 
and consulted more formal, non-
game related sources such as 
JSTOR or Wikipedia. 

 Many role-players ask their peers 
for information, particularly 
about headcanon information. 

Information seeking  
(Explicit actions or behaviors that 
involve an actor actively searching 
for information) 

 How do individuals or 
groups search for 
information? 

 Examples:  Questions posed 
to resources (including 
other persons), active 
searching for information 
using digital or print 
resources 

 RPers often turn to in-game chat 
and ICTs such as VOIP, forums, 
and social media to ask 
questions. 
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Information sharing  
(Active offering or distribution of 
information to others; posting to 
wikis, community sites, databases, 
helping others find/use information) 

 Do members share 
information within the 
group? With other 
groups/worlds?  

 How and to what extent do 
members share 
information?  Is it 
common?  Rare? 

 Examples: Helping others 
locate information either as 
an information professional 
or more informally as 
friends; answering 
questions; sharing strategies 
and advice. 

 Information is often shared on 
wikis and forums and social 
media posts. 

 Some users create and share 
resource guides or videos. 

Information exchange  
(Active trading or interactive 
“swapping” of information) 

 Exchange is distinguished 
from Sharing because it 
involves a back-and-forth 
between two or more 
individuals (or a “quid-pro-
quo”), whereas Sharing 
takes place without 
expectation of recompense. 

 Information is exchanged via 
role-playing events and activities. 

 Forums are primary site of 
information exchange outside of 
the game. 

Information use  
(Using information for a particular 
task or goal)   

 How do members apply 
information in their 
activities? Use of 
information may be 
context-specific. 

 Examples: Modding/Add-
ons, writing wikis, 
webcasting, answering 
questions, giving reports 

 As mentioned above, information 
is used in a variety of ways. 

 Some RPers create addons to 
facilitate and manage their role-
playing and story information. 

Information archiving  
(Storing, managing, and curating 
information resources)  

 Does the group (or 
individuals within the 
group) catalog, store, or 
curate data or information? 
If so, how?  Does the group 
actively use such resources, 
or do they seem to be 
ignored? 

 As mentioned above, RPers store 
information on wikis and 
community forums. 

 In-game, information is stored in 
profiles or addons. 
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 Examples: Creating 
reference guides, databases, 
favoriting tweets or creating 
user lists 

Information avoidance  
(Explicit or implicit avoidance or 
nonuse of information - tied to 
information value [preference of 
information sources] and social type 
[preferred bias]) 

 What types or sources of 
information are avoided or 
unused?  Is this due to 
active avoidance, 
disinterest, or ignorance? 
Laziness? Other reasons? 

 Examples: Consistent 
avoiding information from 
biased sources; selective 
information sharing within 
and between groups; a 
particular information 
source is openly disparaged 
(e.g. “Snopes is nothing 
more than a liberal 
propaganda outlet”); 
statements of distrust or 
skepticism about the 
quality, accuracy, or value 
of information”) 

 Heavy role-players may avoid 
headcanon lore information 
because it may not be based on 
official lore information (related 
to social types and information 
values). 

Information channel  
(Normative preferences for 
particular channels of 
communication and information 
behavior) 

 Do group members prefer 
particular media for 
communication and various 
forms of information 
behavior?  Do they have 
access to or use multiple 
channels for information 
activities and 
communication? 

 Examples: Certain types of 
information behaviors take 
place only in specific 
synchronous meeting 
spaces. 

 Note: This may be very 
simple in some 
circumstances (e.g. for a 
group interacting via 
Twitter, that group’s 

 IC and OOC communication 
takes place across different 
channels. 

 For example, IC communication 
and information exchange takes 
place in /say, emote, and custom 
emote channels. 

 OOC communication and 
information exchange is often in 
/circle or /party chat channels. 

 Symbols such as (()) can be used 
around OOC comments inserted 
into IC channels (related to social 
norms). 
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preferred Information 
Channel is, clearly, Twitter) 

Information Value (IV) 

Operationalized 

Definition:  A commonly 
accepted hierarchy 
regarding the variable 
importance or unimportance 
of different types of 
information.  Information 
Value includes a spectrum 
of values, from high value 
(e.g., something that is very 
important to a world) to no 
value (something perceived 
as worthless or not 
deserving attention), as well 
as a variety of ways in 
which value can be 
perceived (e.g. economic vs. 
artistic value).  Value can be 
contested -- that is, there 
may be disagreements 
within a world about the 
degree to which something 
is of value, and/or how it is 
or is not of value. 

Explicit statements of value 
(Direct, clearly stated assessments of 
value) 

 Are there formal statements 
or guidelines about what 
the world “officially” 
considers to be important 
(or worthless) information? 

 Examples: FAQs, 
Collection policies, Mission 
statements etc. 

 Do community members 
overtly discuss levels or 
types of value?  Are there 
consistent themes or 
patterns to these 
discussions? 

 Examples: Direct criticism; 
“that’s not important;” “this 
is really helpful;” stickied 
forum post, favorited/RT 
tweet or liked FB post, 
shared/repeated hashtags 

 Different levels of role-playing 
have different information value 
systems. 

 Heavy role-players preference 
official lore information and 
often justify their actions or 
arguments by citing or 
referencing an official source. 

 For example, “Loremageddon 
was just updated and said this…”  
Or “One of the developers just 
say this on Twitter.”  

 Medium role-players also use 
official lore information, but are 
open to community sourced 
headcanon lore information as 
well.   
 

Implicit indicators of value  
(Can only be inferred from 
observations and themes that recur 
within a world) 

 Are there recurring themes 
across the ways members of 
a world respond to an 
information behavior or 
information source? 

 Examples: Repeated or 
recurring references to the 
same topic, information 
type, or concept, lacking 
explicit statements of value 
but clearly of value by 
virtue of the amount and 
consistency of attention 
paid. 

 Note: Even if something is 
explicitly dismissed as 
being unimportant, or if 
there is disagreement about 
it, it can be said to be 
*important enough* to 
argue about. 

 Headcanon lore information is 
used to fill in gaps in official lore 
information. 

 Role-players discuss often lore 
information and apply social 
norms to their evaluations. 

 For example, headcanon lore 
information should still be within 
the realm of possibilities of 
WildStar’s as described lore.   

 Off-topic information, such as 
politics, might ignored rather 
than acknowledged. 

 RPers repeated use certain 
sources of information, such as 
official publications or the 
community forums.  
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Types of value  

(What follows is a partial list of 
different types of value/value 
judgments.  Note: References to 
value may be explicit, implicit, or 
even metaphoric [e.g. “We profited 
from knowing that” to mean “We 
learned a lot from knowing 
that”].  Each of value type can also 
include its inverse -- e.g., something 
is perceived to be of economic value 
because it is a *threat* to 
profitability or because it is 
perceived to be a threat to cultural 
stability) 

 Primary types of information 
used by role-players includes:  
lore information (official and 
headcanon); character and story 
information; role-playing cultural 
information (social norms and 
information values); general 
gameplay and cultural 
information (information need to 
advance in the game and news 
and rules important to the overall 
community); and off-topic or 
non-game-related information.  

Economic value (something is 
valuable because it is perceived to be 
profitable in an economic sense) 
 

 Depending on the primary 
activity or interest of the player, 
certain general gameplay 
information has economic value, 
such has how to do something 
quickly or where to find an item. 

Cultural value (something is of 
value because it’s of interest to or 
important for many members of a 
world) 
 

 RP cultural information (social 
norms) and lore information are 
highly important to the culture of 
role-playing.  

Ideological value (something is of 
value because it supports a particular 
political position) 
 

 Off-topic or non-game-related 
information, particular political 
information has little value to 
RPers. 

 Social justice issues, however, 
are an important part of the 
culture as well as role-playing 
realistic characters. 

“Truth” value (something is of 
value because it is perceived by 
members of the world to be true) 
 

 Heavy role-players consider 
official lore information the only 
“true” information. 

 Medium role-players are more 
flexible on this. 

Rhetorical value (something is of 
value because of how it is presented 
and/or argued, regardless of whether 
it is true or accurate -- e.g. “I like the 
way you said that”) 

 Role-players relish discussions of 
lore and appreciate well-
articulated and sourced 
arguments and justifications. 

Source value (something is of value 
because of its source -- e.g., “if so 
and so said it, it must be important”); 
this could also be called “Authority 
value”. 

 Is there one individual 
whose statements are highly 
regarded in this world? 

 As mentioned above, different 
levels of role-players value 
different sources. 

 Peers are often seen as valuable 
sources of information.  
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Entertainment value (something is of 
value because it’s fun, exciting, or 
otherwise entertaining) 

 RPers derive enjoyment from 
their activities and stories, so the 
lore information they use and 
create may have entertainment 
value. 

Aesthetic value (something is of 
value because of the craft, beauty, 
and/or artistry involved in its 
production) 

 As one of the primary 
motivations of role-players is to 
practice their creative writing, 
artfully crafted and well-written 
character stories and headcanon 
may have rhetorical value. 

Affective value (something is of 
value because it makes people feel 
good) 

 See entertainment value. 
 Role-playing also has an 

emotional and affective impact 
on players (related to social 
type). 

Moral or Ethical value (something is 
of value because it is moral or 
ethical -- it is the “right thing to do”) 

 Codes of conduct and social 
norms that deal with preventing 
negative behaviors have moral 
and ethical value. 

Intrinsic value (something is of 
value because “everybody knows” it 
is important without even thinking 
about how or why it is important) 

 Are there things that are 
valued based on tradition or 
shared importance, without 
anyone pointing to concrete 
evidence? 

 Intrinsic value is difficult to 
code, but may be considered as 
through a summative 
perspective—role-playing as 
activity has a dedicated 
community, so there is likely to 
be intrinsic value in the 
information used and activities 
performed.   

Contextual value (something is 
valuable within a specific time, 
place, or situation, but otherwise 
may be of limited value) 

 Role-playing stories are time-
sensitive and sequential. 

 Information that is missed or not 
noticed during a conversation or 
plotline might be ignored or 
reinserted using an ((OOC 
comment)). 

Boundaries (B) 

Operationalized 
Definition:  Lines at which 
Information Worlds come 
into contact with one 
another, where 
communication, interaction, 
or information exchange 
may or may not take place 
between those worlds.  
Boundaries may be 
permeable or impermeable, 
virtual or physical, etc.; 
worlds may be contiguous 
(as in two nations that share 
a border), embedded (as in a 
state that is wholly included 
within a nation), contested 
(as in border disputes), etc. 

Explicit boundaries  
(Clearly stated or posted boundaries 
between groups)  

 What are the physical 
boundaries (boundaries 
determined by space or 
area; physical area, 
architectural design)? 

 Are there systematic 
boundaries (boundaries as 
determined by the 
governing system, 
geopolitical borders, 
“physical” confines of a 
virtual worlds)? 

 Does a group clearly state 
that there is a boundary 
between them and another 
group? Does the group 

 The IC/OOC boundary was 
explicitly stated as an important 
boundary (related to social 
norms, information values, and 
information behaviors). 

 Another explicit boundary 
between in-game and out-of-
game.   

 RP community refers to itself as 
a distinct community, often 
associated with a particular 
MMORPG, i.e. the WildStar RP 
community, the Guild Wars 2 RP 
community, etc. 
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engage in labelling 
practices or name-calling 
aimed at groups it perceives 
as “different” from itself? 

 Does the group have a 
specific name or tag that 
clearly differentiates it from 
other groups? 

Implicit boundaries  
(Boundaries between groups that are 
not necessarily stated, but are still 
understood by groups; these 
boundaries may be due to 
differences between the groups or 
variations in interaction styles) 

 What makes this group 
unique compared to similar 
groups? 

 Boundaries between RP and non-
RP communities are implicit. 

 The social norms and 
information values of RPers are 
the primary differences between 
communities. 

Activity-based  
(Boundaries as determined by the 
type/location of a particular activity; 
most likely must be inferred during 
content analysis) 

 Individual role-playing events 
and activities are often closed to 
the participating RPers unless 
specifically organized as an open 
event. 

Differences  
(Disparities due to 
sociodemographic backgrounds such 
as geopolitical, nationality, ethnicity, 
race, gender, socioeconomic status, 
gender identity, sexual orientation, 
education level, library affiliation, 
etc.) 

 ICly, boundaries where exhibits 
in the differential treatment of 
those of different gender, race, 
and faction. 

 Differences due to level or type 
of role-playing also created 
boundaries. 

Interactions  

(Areas of interaction/communication 
between distinct groups that are not 
necessarily sustained; may be based 
on context-specific activity) 

 Does this group interact 
with other groups? If so, 
how?  If not, why not? 

 How do different subgroups in 
the community or information 
world interact with each other?  
Groups? Guilds? Different levels 
or types of role-players? 

 How does the community or 
information world interact with 
other communities? 

Synergies (Cooperation of distinct 
groups across boundaries for a 
common goal or task; collaboration, 
group events, group storytelling, 
etc.) 

 Do groups work together? 
Why? If not, why not? 

 Public role-playing events often 
mixed together a variety of 
characters and players with 
different preferences. 

Conflicts (Conflict between groups 
across boundaries may be a part of 
normative activities of the world 
[e.g. politics, science, philosophy]) 

 Are there disputes with 
other groups? Why? If not, 
why not? 

 

 Are there any conflicts, perceived 
or actual? 

 For example, prior to the server 
merge, many role-players were 
worried about harassment from 
non-role-players.   
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 Different levels of RPers may 
dispute source/authority value of 
lore information.  

Time  
(Boundaries may shift, be created, or 
be destroyed over time) 

 How have boundaries 
changed over time? Have 
they changed during the 
study?  Has access to 
information/resources or 
other groups changed over 
time? 

 

Historic (Past explicit boundaries) 

 Do group members talk 
about how their 
relationships with other 
worlds (i.e. outsiders) have 
changed over time? 

 Do group members avoid 
talking about sensitive 
issues pertaining to their 
group and its relations with 
others in the past? 

 Many RPers mentioned coming 
from other role-playing 
communities or MMORPGs. 

Current (Boundaries as they exist in 
the current state, during the data 
collection period of a research study) 

 Do group members talk 
about their attitudes toward 
outsiders and/or their 
closeness to / distance from 
other groups? 

 How do group members 
treat new members who 
come to the group from 
outside?  Do their 
treatments suggest a desire 
for porous boundaries or a 
desire for closed 
boundaries? 

 Some RPers where members of 
multiple role-playing 
communities across a variety of 
MMORPGs. 

 As mentioned above, there is a 
perceived boundary between the 
RP and non-RP community, as 
well as boundaries between the 
RP communities in different 
games.  

Future (Boundaries that are 
explicitly planned to change - 
potential future or implicit 
boundaries are inductions) 

 Are there planned 
mergers?  Is there a 
succession or strategic plan 
in place? 

 Do current interactions 
(conflicts or synergies) 
suggest potential boundary 
changes? 

 During data collection, RPers 
were worried about the servers 
merging, which combined a non-
role-playing server population 
into role-playing server’s 
population.   

 Some RPers expressed dismay 
with WildStar and discussed 
moving to different games, while 
others planned on staying. 

 Moving to a different game often 
meant leaving characters behind, 
but following/joining friends.  
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APPENDIX G 

INITIAL IRB APPROVAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX H 

CHANGE IN PROTOCOL IRB APPROVAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX I 

IRB RENEWAL APROVAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX J 

 
RP TRANSCRIPT KEY 

 
 
As described in Section 4.4.3, role-players use certain symbols and channels to 

differentiate between in-character and out-of-character conversations and information.  Within 

the game, these different chat channels are different font colors and easily differentiated.  

However, the findings and discussions reported in this dissertation are limited to the formatting 

guidelines that are required by Florida State University.  As such, this key will help readers to 

understand the chat excerpts presented in this dissertation.   

General Notes: 

 Character or Player number combinations are unique to each excerpt, meaning a Player 1 

or Character 2 referenced in one excerpt is not necessarily the same informant or 

community member sharing the same designation in a different excerpt in the document.   

 However, Players and Characters within the same excerpt that share the same number are 

the OOC and IC versions of the same individual. 

 Also, excerpts are reported in their original forms (typos and all) and were only altered to 

conceal personally identifiable information if needed. 

In-Character (IC or ICly) Chat Key 

 Statements made by a Character (insert number) are considered in-character, i.e.  

[Character 3]:   

 The /say channel is the primary chat channel for IC information and conversation and are 

reported as a normal, unaltered font. 

 Animated Emotes will be designated using italics, i.e. [Character 1]: claps his hands. 

 Custom Emotes (/e channel) will be designated by a bold and italicized font.   

Out-of-Character (OOC or OOCly) Chat Key 

 Statements made by a Player (insert number) are considered out-of-character, i.e. [Player 

1]:   

 OOC statements will are as a normal unaltered font. 

 OOC statements typically occur in the /party, /raid, or /circle chat channels 
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Symbols & Overlapping Channels  

 ((Double parentheses)) are typically used to designate an OOC comment that has been 

inserted into an IC chat channel. 

 **Double asterisks** on either side of a word or comment typically designates a 

correction to a typo 

 - Single or -- double dashes at the beginning or end of a statement designate that the 

statement is a continuation of a previous comment or that the thought or comment will be 

continued in the next statement. 

 Private message sent through the /whisper channel can be IC or OOC, but are labelled 

accordingly. Some complicated excerpts will include channel designations at the 

beginning of each line to help the reader understand which channel was being used, i.e.  

[Character 2, in /say]. 
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