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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I appreciate the chance of some conversation with you about the areas of current research I’m going to try and tell you about, as well as those others that strike you in the course of this time together.



…the digital and the 
analog are not simply 
opposed, but are 
defined in relation to 
each other, and are co-
implicated in each 
other. Crogan

“What is from 
one perspective 
a difference in 
degree is, from 
another, a 
difference in 
kind.” Winch

code, in its 
totality is an 
analog of 
something (a 
"map" of 
some 
"territory" or 
other) 
Wilden

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The work I am mostly involved in, is design-driven, research-based conceptual “bridgework”, working between and across methodologies, tool sets, and otherwise promiscuously across subject areas. As you will see.



Duck/Rabbit!- When Worlds Collide

The ‘real/virtual’ distinction, derrida
and the diagonal…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So it’s only natural to be working across world.  What is fascinating to me is studying across, looking at borders and limits and edges--- and not so much within. In defense of this, Id say that disciplinary and professional myopia is a blinding force for ignorance in our academic cultures, and so for me, energies are best placed, first, with working across differences. So, I’m looking for  links and gaps across real and virtual worlds, and using, in particular, playful tools and technologies to do that.



VERUS        (Virtual environment/real user studies)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
24. Its been supposed since the early 90’s, when this cartoon was first in circulation, that the internet could provide for us a ‘new frontier’ where things could be different, and specifically, where the baggage of  inherited prejudices, deeply entrenched inequalities, traumas, insecurities  of appearance, capacity and disability could all be at long last ‘levelled’ by the anonymity of the internet, where ‘nobody knows you’re a dog”. The worldwide web has for these reasons and more been embraced by many educators as a site for equity oriented interventionist educational work. For others, of course, this disconnect between real and virtual worlds has led them to disengage from the virtual, their strong commitments being to advancing human flourishing in the ‘lived actualities’ of the real.    BOTH are wrong.  We have not been engaging in sufficiently informed or critical ways to determine good educational responses to these virtual spaces, neither those who adopt, nor those who ignore them. We are not thinking enough, nor acting enough in these spaces. Proponents of the educational value of the virtual are working on the assumption that leading edge technologies already have an ethics and an accountability structure, and our job is to build and relocate more flexible and accessible educational resources to these new spaces, and to educate kids about how to navigate them safely and ethically and accountably. But there are no such structures in place, not are their proponents creating them. Opponents, for their part, presume that online virtual worlds make up a separate realm from the ‘real’, too often diverting students time and attention away from the proper business of learning---and they, too, are mistaken. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here Ill just mention the verus study which Jen Jenson, Nick Taylor and several talented graduate RA’s are working on at York, along side my own team at SFU, a research team from Nottingham university in the UK, led by Dr. John Murray, at SRI in the states. We are engaged in a study of virtual world play, whose purpose is to study relations between players and their avatar. This study raised foundational questions about nothing less than the nature of reality. What is the reality of the online world and its inhabitants? We can agree that a player who is online is real---what the online worlds where a real player ‘is’? Are they ‘real’, as well? 



“unreal wears the trousers”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So this is the first of the three kinds of challenges/opportunities of virtual world studies Ill talk about: What is “real”?. It has never been so true as it is nowadays that, to quote Oxford Philosopher of Language John Austin, “Unreal wears the trousers”. His point, in Sense and Sensibilia, was that this term gets its meaning from its opposite, so the way to understand what ‘real’ means is to examine the various and several uses of the word “unreal” 



Connections across the great divide

Austin’s point was that this term, ‘real’, gets its 
meaning from what is set in opposition to, so 
the way to understand what ‘real’ means is to 
examine the various and several uses of the 
word “unreal”. 



• So, what is ‘unreal’, nowadays? A question 
worth pondering…

• And who or what is an ‘agent’ in the virtual 
world?

• People are agents who ‘code’ games, but 
don’t games code their players?

An important role for 
“ANTics”: Actor-
Network theories and 
practices in VW 
research

Presenter
Presentation Notes
n.b. Seth Giddings and Helen Kennedy on Actor-Network theory and why its especially salient for digital games researchers



A ‘real’ WoW Raid

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For many who would endorse a ‘real/virtual’ distinction, virtual worlds are unreal worlds, avatars are unreal people, virtual politics are unreal politics, and so on. But there are many and growing respects in which virtual worlds are becoming increasingly REAL worlds (nb mention Giddings and tech as agent, this eg illustrates,  to quote one of our participants, the ‘synchronized swim” of a raid, ‘codes’ player behaviours—who is the ‘actor’ in this scenario?



Presenter
Presentation Notes
populated by real people carrying out real activities in real time and within real communities regulated by real politics, albeit in very different orders of the real than Austin could ever have imagined



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Accordingly, the impacts of the virtual on the real are considerably more substantial  than simply that clarification of its meaning which Austin’s proposed elucidation by semantic deferral could promise. 



McLuhan’s “Tetrad”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
It is not simply that the virtual ‘bleeds’ into the real or that the real somehow ‘gives substance’ to the virtual, it is that the virtual transforms the real, and not just semantically. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In ways that extend far beyond an analysis of meanings, if that is so, we should be able to study reality through an investigation of virtuality; and to look specifically at how Virtual world engagements have real world impact



Reconstituting 
identities, 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
reconstituting identities,



Communities…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
communities, 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
economies



Political order in four VW games

World of 
Warcraft: 7 
“Kingdoms”, race 
and hierarchy in 2 
warring factions, 
appearance, 
activity and status 
restricted by role

Eve Online: 
A Hobbesian
universe, 
“nasty, brutish 
and short”. 
Mercenary, 
ruthless and 
“piratical”

Second Life: 
Political 
‘sandbox’
far left to far 
right. Rampant 
capitalism, 
thriving sex 
trade 
Entrepreneurial 
and anarchic. 

Maple Story: 
Individualistic 
pursuit of 
conspicuous 
consumption by 
grinding & micro-
transactions.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And politics



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In some sense, this is an obvious point, and one that has been extremely well parodied in the South Park World of Warcraft episode that shows the embodied consequences to too much time spent in ‘virtual space’. But the point there, and here, is that engagement with the “unreal”  refashioned its players in very substantial ways, and with very significant consequences, not unlike the consequences of Madame Bovary’s hyperliterate misapprehension of the ‘real’. 



• the second major challenge 
is epistemological: What can we legitimately 
claim to "know" from anonymous and self-report 
data sources



• Avatar Aesthetics and Self-
Representation in Digital Games 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mention this recent DIY conference paper and current work on avatars and players and resemblances



“Do you make our avatar look like you?”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
With permission, Celia Pearce, game designer and researcher



The real Neal

America’s Armey

Mhuckabee

Who are the ‘real’ leaders virtually marching on Washington?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
From last year’s “avatar march on washington” (Tea Party activism)



From Self- Report (survey):
Females in our survey were more likely than males to report making their avatar look like 
them (33.3% of females vs 14.4%  of males). 

Women were more likely than men to report selecting the same hair for their avatar as 
their RL hair (27.9% for women vs. 11.2% for men), and more likely than men to report 
selecting the same accessories (11.6% for women vs. 3.3% for men).

Across all players, the highest reported “look alike” devices were sex (17.9%), hair (15.5%) 
and race (11.3%). 

Data Hair Race Sex

Survey 15.5% 11.3% 17.9%

“Free play” (WoW, Second Life, EVE 
Online, Maple Story, Guild Wars)

11% (8/73) 31.5% (23/73) 78% (57/73)

Multiverse 36% (20/56) 44.6% (25/56) 82% (46/56)

From Audio-Visual Data:

FAR greater numbers of players selected their RL sex, hair and race for their avatar(s).

Significant under-reporting on avatar fidelity to RL gender: 
Actual= Male/Male Avatar 79%; Female/Female Avatar 89%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is early version of current findings from avatar study, new data /analysis underway with larger data set, but indicates probable self-report is far lower than actual player/avatar similarity. NB: important to see how qualitative and quantitative work can build up a richer and more accurate picture than either on its own)



Ethical challenges:

what is private, and what is public in a virtual 
world? Does clicking "I agree" amount to 
'informed consent' from the standpoint of 
research ethics? 



“You have zero privacy anyway…Get over it.” 
(Scott McNealy, Chief Executive, Sun Microsystems, Feb. 1999)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wont deal with this excellent text but important to see how little people grasp the ways their privacy is imperiled, the technologies that enable this, and the refusal of the US to legislate any protections---hands off policies with respect to technology, and especially where industry does NOT want Govt limitations. Education is NOT a solution here, FAR more difficult than eg ‘being careful’, or ‘critical thinking’ etc. Need responsible safeguards, and, indeed, Turow’s survey shows clearly that this is what people want.



"You have zero privacy anyway”

“Jumping off the 
GW bridge sorry”

(TC’s Facebook 
status update, Sept. 
22)

Get Over It!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Recall last September and the Clemeti suicide---another way to ‘get over’ the loss of privacy---Facebook may not be a ‘virtual world’, but it shares some of the dangers with respect to rights and privacy, and some of the tragic outcomes of a hands off, we are not accountable kind of stance that is nearly everywhere taken with respect to protective legislation for online/’cyberspace’ actions.



“I Agree”: Is virtually consenting informed consent?

Internet research and
the ethics of third party access

To continue, promise us your first-borns

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The fact that we have not yet come to terms conceptually with the real/virtual distinction has tremendous effects on research, and Ill give just 2 examples of how virtual world research impacts on real world research, one concerned with research ethics, the other concerned with research methodologies. This slide is from a study Florence Chee and I did on how a profound shift in the media of our work impacts upon its methods, and calls very much into question the rationality and morality of the practices which currently govern what we will and will not count as ethical research practice. There are many ways at this question of new media and research ethics, and this is only one of the several issues and instances---in this case we were concerned with online games research and the rights of industry to distribute its players’ real life information.



Accept/Decline?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Wow’s eula accept page



Purpose of study

• What does informed consent mean?

• Do users realize what they are agreeing to?

• Would they agree if they actually did know?

• Are you agreeing to allow companies to give 
your information to anyone they see fit?

• Is ‘informed consent’ truly obtained in the 
process of clicking through?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What consent means



Informed Consent

• Legally effective informed consent shall:
• Be obtained from the subject or the subject's legally 

authorized representative.
• Be obtained under circumstances that provide the 

subject with an opportunity to consider whether or 
not to participate and that minimize coercive 
influences.

• Not include any language through which the subject is 
made to waive or appear to waive any of his/her legal 
rights or any language that releases the investigator, 
sponsor, or institution from liability for negligence.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Note esp #3 point



We examined…

• How EULAS are 
constructed, construed, 
and communicated

• EULAs/ToS from World 
of Warcraft and Second 
Life and derived survey 
questions from these

• User understandings 
from a sample of 
participants

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What we did



WoW Questions

Presenter
Presentation Notes
WOW example, drawn directly from EULA and Terms of Service wording



Would you consent to…

…giving Blizzard the authority 
to surrender your personal 
information to law 
enforcement agencies, 
including your IP address, 
account information and 
history, billing address, online 
screen name, and preferred 
server?

“…this guy was a regular player of an online game…World of Warcraft.” Blizzard gave Roberson 
everything he needed to track down Hightower, including his IP address, his account information 
and history, his billing address, and even his online screen name and preferred server. “I did a 
search off the IP address,” said Roberson. “I got a longitude and latitude. Then I went to Google 
Earth…It uses longitude and latitude. Boom!... an address. I had him.”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Alfred Hightower, a man wanted on charges of dealing in a schedule III controlled substance and dealing in a schedule IV controlled substance, and two charges of dealing in marijuana. A warrant was issued for his arrest in 2007. The sheriff’s department enlisted the aid of the U.S. Marshals this summer to track down a number of fugitives as part of Operation: Falcon, and Hightower was among those targeted. Unfortunately, authorities were unable to locate him. Roberson soon found out why. The suspect had skipped the country.“I received information from a childhood friend, who tells me the guy is in Canada,” said Roberson. “I held onto the information in the back of my head. I spoke to the marshals and asked if we could confirm the guy’s location, would they help us get him? They indicated that they would.” With the help of sheriff’s major Steve Rogers, Roberson began gathering information on Hightower through a number of sources. That is how they discovered that their suspect was a World of Warcraft fan. “We received information that this guy was a regular player of an online game, which was referred to as ‘some warlock and witches’ game,” said Roberson. “None of that information was sound enough to pursue on its own, but putting everything we had together gave me enough evidence to send a subpoena to Blizzard Entertainment. I knew exactly what he was playing — World of Warcraft. I used to play it. It’s one of the largest online games in the world.” Blizzard did more than cooperate. It gave Roberson everything he needed to track down Hightower, including his IP address, his accountinformation and history, his billing address, and even his online screen name and preferred server. From there it was a simple matter to zero in on the suspect’s location. “I did a search off the IP address to locate him,” said Roberson. “I got a longitude and latitude. Then I went to Google Earth. It works wonders. It uses longitude and latitude. Boom! I had an address. I was not able to go streetside at the location, but I had him.”



Preliminary results

• The majority of users do not read ANY of the 
documents before clicking “I Agree”

• When asked questions explicitly, more users 
were not in agreement

• Points to a communications disconnect 
between legal documents and user 
“consent”

• Debate transferrable to other discussions 
where informed consent is assumed! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Predictably, our informants would NOT agree…



• While I don’t read the EULA or ToS, I expect that they have the 
right to run the game, change it and do what they need to keep it 
growing.  I don’t like them using my personal information or turning 
over to another party even government agencies without due legal 
process.

• In general, I think forcing users to scroll through a long EULA prior 
to playing a game is a bad way of communicating important legal 
information. It's a nuisance and nobody reads them. I am, in fact, 
willing to sacrifice many of the rights mentioned in the above 
survey in order to play a game such as WoW,  but I have never read 
more than the first few words of the WoW EULA and if the above 
questions are representative of what I have been consenting to, 
then I certainly was not aware that I was doing so. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A couple of examples of responses



Significance

• Highlighting ethical issues beyond technical 
liability in the treatment of user data

• User interpretation of EULAs

• What does this mean for the research 
community regarding the ways user data is 
shared with US? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Its considered a ‘coup’ in games research to have a company provide a research team with its player data and gameplay data. Ethics review boards have no problem at all with researchers using data obtained that way, because users have clicked the ‘I agree’ button and the company displays its policy that each players can see and must agree to. Ethics review boards have BIG issues with and strict requirements and limitations on for example, interviewing people, however. Something is wrong with this picture, and what it is, is that a media shift has resulted in our research regulation shifting from ethics to legalities. As to why that matters, consider briefly all the things you are permitted to do by law that you would morally, ethically, never think of as right.



And the opportunities?

• The biggest and best equipped research 
laboratory in the world, and one which can be 
used and shared on a global scale. And where 
we can try things we can’t do in RL.

• One example…The Virtual Morris Water Maze

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Important as opportunities are, this is also a question of responsibilities. If indeed its true, as has been recently claimed,(McGonigal, TED talk) that in the US, kids spend as many hours in gameplay as they do in school, then we have a responsibility to pay as much attention to what they learn (and don’t) there as we do to studying what they learn and don’t in school.



Game-based VW experiments using video and eye tracking

1. to help explore gender differences in spatial mobility and 
spatial ability  

2. to see whether (and if so, how) gender differences in real 
world contexts manifest themselves in virtual environments 
3. to help adjudicate between biological and socio-cultural 

explanations for reported gender differences in spatial ability

The Eyes have it: Measuring Spatial 
Orientation in Virtual Worlds to explain 
gender differences in real ones

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CHI paper our team presented last year, a study conducted in second life



• “This position paper for the CHI 2010 Workshop on Video Games as 
Research Instruments describes an experiment design that uses 
video games as a means of testing socio-cultural and biological 
theories of gender difference, in the context of a study exploring the 
connections between avatar behavior in massively multi-user 
networked virtual worlds and real world characteristics of players. 

• It is hypothesized that real world behaviors (RWBs) of players 
mediate in significant ways between virtual world behaviors (VWBs) 
of their avatars and the real world characteristics (RWCs) of the 
players.

The controlled laboratory experiments outlined here will use audio-
visual data of players (male and female, both novice and expert) and 
their in-game activity, as well as eye tracking technology, to see whether 
and to what extents gender differences in spatial mobility and spatial 
ability that have been identified in real world contexts are found in the 
same respects and to the same extents in virtual environments. This 
marks a significant epistemic shift in studies of gender and digital 
gameplay: from using gender as a theoretical lens to study videogames, 
to using digital play as a site and resource for studying gender.”



• Our approach involves “methodological bridgework”---finding and interweaving filaments of 
information, with differences in data types used to strengthen (rather than prohibit) their 
interconnection. Growing ‘connective tissue’ across research silos is the aim. How can 
humanistic, social, and scientific studies productively inform and develop one another?

• In this specific case, how can play-oriented virtual environments uniquely enable lab studies of 
spatial navigation and mental rotation that tellingly inform questions of whether the gender 
differences in spatial ability reported are evidenced in virtual world experiments that replicate 
the salient conditions of the MWM (the ‘gold’ standard’ test of gender differences in spatial 
ability)

• Does game-based experience result in improved spatial ability (as measured by the VMWM)? 
And, if it does, can we show evidence (Novice/Expert:Male/Female: N=16) sufficient to 
challenge F<M findings? (And, if so, could that kind of  experiment, methodologically,  help us 
adjudicate between biological and cultural explanations for gender differences?)

– Play, paradoxically, affords the same levels and kinds of engagement and attention and 
effort as ‘serious’ activity does. Incentiving successful performance through ‘prizes’, and 
using a friendly, fun-focused task completion  environment, in this case of a fun-fair 
sideshow in the context of a larger play-oriented virtual world has our subjects fully 
engaged, as our video-data confirms. Game-context affords high attention,  effortful 
participation, thus strong assurance that we are measuring spatial ability at its limits.    



Subject in ET lab 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Eye-tracking: a bridge between real and virtual worlds



The VMWM pool in Second Life

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Distal and proximate visual cues



“…ready to try again, Rat?”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our “Ratvatar”, lefty firehawk, navigates the pool (still smoking a stogy…) Idea of making ‘gamelike’ is to increase chances of higher engagement and attention, so getting better data than usual (make a few dollars as subject but don’t really try”. Important use for games in research.



Three trials in VMWM

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Quantitaive analysis using the raw machine data, then mathematically-driven comparative analysis



Qualitative analysis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Seeing what cues (proximate and distal) are used by male and female/novice and expert subjects---a qualitative analysis that complements the quantitative work



‘play’ between worlds 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stealing TL Taylor’s book title here… This clip (which I’m not including in the distributed ppt, for reasons of confidentiality)  a few more challenges---of life between the worlds ---VW ethics and politics. Clip illustrates very sexist behaviour that, in game, this expert female player accepts and ‘enjoys’, which in RL she would likely be offended by. Demonstrates the results of inattention to ethics and politics in VW that we routinely have learned to give to ethics and politics in RW.



This player’s two DIFFERENT (??) avatars



Wherever you go, there you are

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Taking up ‘clothesline metaphor again, and where the trouser-wearing “unrea” might be hung up---‘inhabitation’ might be more useful criterion for ‘reality’. We may not be limited to one space, but we are limited to one time, so wherever we are in time, that is what is ‘real’ for us, however much we might be ‘pegged together’ in the fabric that stretches across real and virtual worlds.
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