The Art of  War

(Of Online Multiplayer Games)

Introduction

Multiplayer gaming has been around as long as people have been playing games recreationally. In the earliest days of video games, both kids and adults went to booming arcades to test their skills against each other by taking turns at the controller or by playing cooperatively or competitively. As networking became more prevalent in the workplace and home, computer games evolved in step, and multiplayer mode was no longer an added bonus that only a privileged few could enjoy. With widespread dial-up and the increasing number of broadband connectivity options, online gaming has become the dominant form of multiplayer gaming, where gamers gather on servers to face off in heated matches, play team games to save the world, or work cooperatively against other teams of players who would annex your territories, weapons, or loot.

It's not difficult to understand the appeal of multiplayer gaming. The ability to play with or against human opponents is the most cited reason for multiplayer's popularity. Yet the human element really encompasses a whole range of social interactions, including emotional responses, the mingling of different player personalities, all propelled by a certain competitive spirit. Multiplayer gaming has enjoyed a great following and continues to evolve. And its path into the future seems clearly plotted by games like Warcraft III, Star Wars Galaxies and Majestic.

In the next pages we will see why gaming is so popular, which reasons motivate players to play, the difference between good and bad games, the game industry nowdays and point some directions to game development in a near future.

Games

To understand the phenomenon of multiplayer online games we have to take into account four things: the definition of game, types of games, which factors identify a game, and most important of all, why do people play games?

Games are models of real-life situations in which - unlike real life - the issues are quite simply drawn and the participants can become engaged without all the confusions that surround everyday action and decision making.  The basic function of games is to intensify human experience in ways that are relatively safe, even while they provide suspense and excitement.  Typically, games simulate the more intense human experiences: physical combat, intellectual contest, and the expectancy and excitement involved in random occurrences.

Games can be of five types: board games (a playing surface divided into areas that uses movable pieces that the player can move according to a set of rules), card games (games that use 52 symbols divided in 13 ranks and 4 suits. Different combinations have different values and each card have their own combinations and associated values), athletic games (in which the player’s primary concern is to use his physical skills to do a specific set of actions), children’s games (that can also be associated with the use of physical skills, but its primary concern are the lubrification of social skills and interaction with others) and computer games (the use of computer to simulate subsets of reality, where the player has control of one or several characters that have to fulfill a specifc task, using mental strategy or eye-hand coordination).

Every activity, to be considered a game, must have a set of motivations, actions and goals. We can also say that every activity that possess the following features is a game: representation, interaction, conflict and safety.

Games as Representation

The first feature is representation. Games are representations of subsets of reality created by subjective perspectives. Games put players in contact with real-life experiences but not with the reality as the main goal. In most cases, a game is not a simulation of an experience but a system of relationships that manage a representation of reality. The player is invited to live experiences with a new set of rules that may not exist on real life or could be socially unnacceptable.

In real life, there are several rules that allow people to live (phisically as well as socially). Inside games, these rules can be changed. The changes are done  to simplify the use of I/O structures or to give players another options to solve problems in a different manner. The rules created is games can be a result of pure imagination. The only requisite is that they can’t contradict each other.

For instance, in a military strategy game, the player is invited to be a general whose objective is to destroy an enemy outpost. There are rules defining which actions the player is allowed to do to reach his goal. One of the rules can say that when a infantry soldier steps on a land mine, the mine explodes and the soldier dies. We can also have a rule saying that if you apply a special upgrade to a 4-ton battle tank, the tank can perform 10m jumps like a feather. This last rule is is not likely to happen outside the games universe, but it not contradicts the first rule, so both rules can be true inside the same set of rules, that is, in the same game.

We can finish be saying that, as other activities, game representation is very similar to other art forms (and some people say that game design is also an art form) where a specifc phenomenon is interpreted by a subjective perspective.

Games as Interaction

Game is also about interaction. Every game puts a player in contact with some kind of experience but also put a player in contact with other players (in direct or indirect form). This means that player actions are evaluated by other players that react to the first player actions.

For instance, in a chess game, the player establishes a relationship with a representation of a battle, but establishes also a relationship with his opponent, that constantly tries to make sure that the first player cannot reach his goal. The opponent does this by moving his pieces in a defensive fashion in order to allow him to win the game.

Games as Conflict

Interaction lead us to another feature: conflict. Conflict is a feature that is closely tied to interaction. It is obvious that when several players have the same goal and they try to achive it, everybody at the same time, the relationships established between them are conflictous relationships. The goal can only be achieved by one player so the rest of the players have to be put “off-race”.

In computer games this feature is commonly associated with violence. Chris Crawford in his book The Art of Computer Game Design, states that “violence is common in games because it is the most obvious and natural expression for conflict”.

Games as Safety

The last feature is safety. Conflict implies danger, danger implies physical risk which is not advisable. Games allow players to live experiences that in real life could be dangerous, without having the concern of something “going wrong”. In a game where the player has to swim through a river full of piranhas, the player don’t have to risk is own neck, but the character that represent the player in the game can take risks (the character doesn’t exist physically so it doesn’t have any physical risks).

Of History
As we enter the new millenia the computer is the most used medium to create games. But game creation has nothing to do with the invention of computers.

Actually the first known game was made around 3000 b.C and it is known as the Royal Game of Ur, the most ancient game discovered so far. In the same period we had also Senet, a board game ancestor to the known Glory Game.

Later came others like Wei-qi, invented in China around 2000 b.C, (much later would be known as the japanese Go) and around 1400 b.C., the first versions of Morris, a game where the player has to put three pieces in a row, in order to put one of the opponents pieces “off-game”. When the opponent remains only with two pieces he loses the game. First Morris versions were played with nine pieces but around the IVth century a 12-piece version of Morris was introduced.

First known references of chess date back to a persian novel written around the VIIth century stating that chess was invented in India around the IVth or VIth centuries. The most ancient version of chess in Europe date back to the XIIIth century. It is known as the Isle of Lewis Chessmen.

First card games appeared in Spain, around the XIVth century, but the most profound changes were made in Italy and France in the XVth century. Games like Bridge and Poker date back to the XIXth century.

Contemporary games are The Landlord’s Game, patented in 1904 (the ancestor of Monopoly). In 1931, also appeared Lexico (that would be known as Scrabble in 1947).

In 1958-59, Willy Higinbotham, creates the first computer game (a tennis game), but he didn’t patent it because he thought that it was not a new invention. In 1961, Steve Russell, an MIT student designs Spacewar, the first interactive computer game.

The later development of computer games didn´t kill the traditional games. Othello was to be created in Japan in 1968, based on another game, Riversi created on the the XIXth century and the first set of rules of Dungeons & Dragons was published in 1974.

In the meantime, computers broaden the scope of games and companies like Nintendo, SEGA and Atari and later LucasArts, ID Software and Blizzard Entertainment started game production. Just to mention a few: 

· Pong (1972, Atari) – first popularity phenomenon on arcade machines;

· Space Invaders (1978) – first game with high-scores;

· Asteroids (1979) – first game where the player can put his initials in the high-scores;

· Pac-Man (1980) – the most popular arcade game of all time. First game with a strong Artificial Intelligence.

· Donkey Kong (1981, Nintendo) – with the character Jumpman, later would be known worldwide as Mario;

· Tetris (1987, Spectrum Holobyte) – first world game phenomenon on the IBM PC;

· Maniac Mansion (around 1988-1990, Lucasfilm) – first game with an interface controlled by the mouse;

· Wolfenstein 3D (1992, ID Software) – first game with graphics rendered by a 3D engine (some sources indicate that the first game with a 3D engine as Ultima Underworld by Origin FX (currently part of Electronic Arts), but I couldn’t date the release of this title);

· Dune II (1992, Westwood Studios) – first Real Time Strategy game

· Ultima Online (1997,Electronic Arts) – the first massively multiplayer online role-playing game
Of Motives
At this point we can say that gaming is not a contemporary activity. In fact playing games has nothing to do with the invention of computers. We can deduce that the motives that today put players playing probably don’t have anything to do with technology. The motives are present in all cultures in every time periods since the beginning of civilization. If this is true, why there are so many games different now?

The invention of computers brought massification to games, not only users but more importantly, producers. And why? Because today there are technologies that allow us to build almost perfect representations in a simple way. Games production is available on the most humble desktop computer.

Other reason is the game market. In certain countries, game design is a respectable and even a very well-paid job. Some game budgets are already bigger than some movie budgets, and the online paradigm came to reinvent a already established market.

Games as any other business are made to generate profits. So we have to know what players are expecting to see on a game. What are the motives that take people become players?

Of Games as Plausible Fantasies

We’ve already seen that a game has several features: representation, interaction, conflict and safety. The different combinations of this features allow de game designer to produce a lot of experiences.

In fact one of the most strong motives for people playing games, is the opportunity that games offer to become some other people and experience other things that they can´t experience in any other form. They’re part of a fantasy, the player fantasy.

The same occurs when someone reads a book or listens to music, but these media are passive. They don´t have the feature of immediate interaction.

From genetic manipulation to emperor of the universe, nowadays, there are games for every experience that a player might want to live (even the most incorrect ones like Lula (date n/a, Take2), a strategy game in which the goal is to build a sex empire, using techniques like prostitution, extorsion and theft. The Sims (2000, Maxis) gives the player the opportunity of simulate people!)

But games are fantasies and should always be thinked as fantasies. The question is when the fantasy is so close to reality, people have more difficulties to see the line between the two.

A fantasy to be believable has to pay attention to all the aspects and choices of real life, using them that’s a different matter. In other words it has to pay attention to some details.

Every game designer starts with a concept. There is an experience that he wants to give to players. His work is to create devices that allow people to live that experience. And those devices should give credibility to the fantasy. 

These experiences are safe to the player because they happen in the world of fantasy. And because the player doesn’t suffer he can play whenever he wants because he knows that he is not going to be hurt.

Another motive is connected to competition. A winner is recognized to be a person of extraordinary skill. And the need of aknowledgement is a necessity that every people have. One of the most said sentences after a game is: “I want a rematch.”

In old computer games the acknowledgement of skills was transfered from a physical opponent to the computer itself but with multiplayer games the aknowledgement is once more made by the opponents and not by computers.

This reorientation gives us another motive: social interaction. Common experiences tighten the bonds between people allowing them to maintain relationships or creating new ones (recently a couple got married after meeting each other in a Diablo II online game!). In any way social interaction is always made (even if in conflictous terms).

Another motivation is exercise. This motive is most of the times connected with physical activities, but exercise exists also in card game (memory exercise) and computer games (hand-eye coordination e mental strategy) 

As a result, a good game designer needs to have all this in mind while creating a game. The trouble is that are good games and bad games? Where is the line?

Of Good and Bad Games

Although games take into account all this features and motives, players don’t like all the games. Why? Games are successful if they live up to the players expectations. The game has to have a good representation device, it must create a sense of immersion around the player. If that goal is achieved then it is a good game… if not, well… it’s a bad game because it fails to maintain the player whithin the fantasy.

How can a game designer create a good fantasy? Computer technology allows game designers speak to the players senses. These communication devices are: graphics, sound, interface, gameplay, story and artificial intelligence. These are the tools that every game designer has to thinks about to create an immersive game.

Most players are attracted by the game graphics. If graphics are good, if animation is good, then probably the game is also good. Graphics materialize the game experience. They are the reference point of experience because they create a graphic representation of a mental fantasy. It’s the fantasy becoming reality. This is the first step through immersiveness.

The second step is sound. Often neglected, sound is one of the most important steps to imerssiveness. As we seen earlier, the most believable fantasy is the one who talks to player senses. And in the real world there is sound. In fact, in real world there is always sound. But instead of graphics, that are the focus of players attention, sound is not. It plays on the background and because of that it’s simpler to communicate emotions through sound. For instance, in the movie Jaws (1983, Steven Spielberg), the sound plays a huge role in the whole movie. It’s the sound who creates the suspense.

Next, there is the interface. The interface can be split in two types: input interface and output interface. Input interface are the system devices that the player uses to give information to the computer (keyboard, mouse, joystick, driving wheel, optical pen, microphone). Output interface are the system devices that the game uses to communicate with the player (most of the time, graphics or sounds, but the invention of force-feedback devices added a more physical response).

There are no recipes to design a good interface. But there are one of two thumb-rules. Interface has to be as simple as possible. We must not forget that the goal of every game is to be playable and if the interface is impossible then nobody will play it.

Another possible choice is to have the option of customize the input interface. But this option doesn’t mean that a game designer should not pay attention to input interface. He must not forget that new players don’t want to bother of knowing all the configuration options in the first time they play. They want to play and that’s all.

Another matter is the game response to players actions. That response has to be in real-time and it must be coherent. We must not forget that a game must live to players expectations. If that fails the immersion is lost as all interest in the game. The goal is to create a transparent interface that the player can use in an intuitive way. If the interface fails, players lose immersion.

Gameplay is one of the most important thing to have in mind while designing a game. We could say that gameplay is the vehicle that brings the experience to the player. That experience could be good or bad if the relationships between balance, trade-off, easy to learn vs. hard to master and artificial intelligence were not taken into account.

Balance and trade-offs are in direct relationship. Games with lack of balance allow players to win everytime he plays. This means that the game designer didn´t think of most strategies used to play the game, and didn’t design it to prevent this kind of situation. When this happen, the game designer, has to re-balance the game by imposing trade-offs. For instance, StarCraft (1997, Blizzard Entertainment), is acclaimed by players to be the most well balanced real time strategy game ever made. The game concept is war between three different races: Human, Zerg and Protoss. Each one have their strong and weak points and gameplay is very well balanced due to some trade-offs. For instance, a Zerg airborn warrior called Mutalisk has air-air and air-ground weapons with a modest armour and can travel at great speed. When this warrior mutates into a Guardian airborn warrior, the armour is more strong as are the air-ground weapons. But the Guardian loses the air-air weapons and travels slower. The player can choose to mutate from one to another if he thinks that he can optimize resources with his choice.

The third tool is easy of use vs. hard to master. Every interface should be easy to learn to widen the scope of potential players. The interface should be easy enough for novice players to learn and intuitive enough for experienced players to jump from other games with the minimum of trouble. If a novice player doesn’t understand the interface, he will not play the game. If the experienced player doesn’t understand the interface, he will be frustrated and return to the game he left. But a very simple interface can jeopardize the game’s interest. If the interface allows the player to beat easily his opponents he loses interest and doesn´t play the game. Tricky subject. 

The interface and the player should be on the same level. This feature is often translated as the increasing difficulty in games. In skill-and-action games enemies on later levels are more powerful and some levels finish with the destruction of a big enemy (also called Boss).

In strategy games, later levels require more subtle strategies because the resources are usually less and enemies are usually more powerful.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is another resource that the game designer can use to improve game experience. On this context, AI is related only to opponents reactions to player decisions. Expected behaviours make the game a little more easy because the player can anticipate computer responses and use those responses to his benefit (ambush, traps). But if a response is unpredictable the game can lose its interest because the opponent doesn’t have any strategy at all. The opponent just walks randomly on the screen until it finds something to beat. So AI should also be balanced. The opponent should be able to see the pros and cons of his actions choosing the best course of action in a specific situation (for those who played Half-Life, from Sierra/Valve, the best example is the “clean-up team”) .

Stories are important for books or films but in game their role is not so important. Stories are events that are displayed in a sequence during a certain period of time.  In games, they are used only to provide context for the experience. Stories are reference points. They are used to explain why the player is really playing the game, level or mission. In other words, stories fill the gap between levels or missions (for instance, in the previous mission we had to protect this gorge, in this mission we have to build defenses because in the next mission a supply convoy is going through the gorge, to arrive at a city that is almost ruined that has to be defended several missions ahead). Story characters are used to make the story believable and they are also for player identification. Stories should be told using cutscenes. If a game designer writes a 120 pages book as game manual, probably no one will read it. I know I wouldn’t. He sould use a intro animation.

But there are some games where stories are of vital importance, but those games are best suited as single-player games and they not fit in the scope of this work. Maybe a few years from now… or not.

As we might conclude from the previous paragraphs, the keyword in designing a good game is balance. And balance has a direct relationship with trade-offs.

If a game designer wants to make a skill-and-action game, he have to worry about an excelent I/O interface, he doesn´t need to have a very complex story (so instead of having 1min cutscenes, he can have only 30seg). If the use of 3D graphics degrades I/O interface perfomance, he might be forced to use low resolutions or even 2D graphics. If he doesn’t, the project can stay in the shelf for a few more months, waiting for computers to evolve a bit more.

Every game genre puts one of these tools at the top. A bad game puts only one in the entire game. A good game puts three or four on the top, and works hard around them without dropping the others.

We must not forget that fantasy relies heavily on player capacity to be immersed. The most effective way of doing it is to provide to all the senses (and mind) something for them to be busy (smell and taste are the only issues not solved so far). If the game designer designs games with that notion in mind, professional and financial success is achievable.

Of Online Multiplayer Games

After analysis of some of the concepts behind game design theory, we are going to see in which way the massification of online multiplayer games contribute to underline as true, some of the concepts discussed earlier.

Multiplayer games exist since games exist. About 95% of all games are multiplayer games because most games where created to be played by two or more players. With the invention of computer and the substitution of the intelligent opponent by a logical one, playing on the computer isn’t really playing because human interaction is not present. Game designers tried hard to put back human interaction in games. Several tries were made and some of them were succesfull (by alternating players and arcade machines with two input interfaces).

With the development of new technologies, several game genres were invented. This new genres used to their advantage, the fast processing capabilities that computers offer. Most games nowadays use the concept of processing instead of storing. The two most well known genres that are processor intensive are 3D games and Real Time Strategy (RTS).

First RTS games appeared in 1992 with Dune II (Westwood Studios). Instead of  having a typical playing method based in “turns”, playing is done by all players in real time. In turn based games each player had his turn, where they could perform all the actions they wanted and everybody was aware of the other player strategy. These systems allow players to see all the opponents moves and playing accordingly. The player that finishes his turn would remain quiet until his next turn. Due to fast data processing, RTS games erased the turn sequence giving the player full control of his game always, even when the opponent is playing. Movements are executed in real time by all players. This method is more intuitive and causes greater immersion. Nowadays this genre is the most common in online multiplayer games because its concept has little to do with content. Players can create and play their own levels. It’s all about engine, the core system that allows to switch from one content to another.

Not every game genre is good for online multiplayer games. Adventure games are one example. Games like Escape from Monkey Island (2000, LucasArts) require a story, new locations and plot twists that at this time, with the existing technology cannot be done without LucasArts intervention.

Another genre that is based on the engine concept is the 3D action game. Levels (in this genre, levels are called Maps or Arenas) are also made by players and they can be downloaded from the Internet. The level is loaded by the engine, and the engine controls all level features.

Next we will see network infrastructures and their maintenance. To do this we are going to use a case-studie, the game StarCraft and his online network, Battle.Net.

Of Online Multiplayer Games: A Case Study

StarCraft/Battle.Net (1997, Blizzard Entertainment)

StarCraft


StarCraft is a real time strategy game designed by California-based Blizzard Entertainment. In this game, the player is invited to be commander of an army. Each mission has its own goals and when those goals are achieved, the mission ends with a victory and the player is conducted to the next mission. There are 3 campaigns each one with 10 missions.

StarCraft best feature is the existence of 3 races that are in constant conflict with each other, each of them trying to destroy the others. The most original part is that, for the player to finish the game, he has to be general of the 3 races: Commander (for the Human Race), Cerebrate (for the Zerg Race) and Executor (for the Protoss Race).

The goal of each race is to eliminate the other and to achieve their goal. For that they have to gather resources that can be used to build outposts and armies.

Each race possess specific armies and each of the races have pros and cons. This means that when in a battle, victory is achieved not by the most powerful force, but with the most effective strategy.

Resources are of two kinds: minerals and gas. Every race has to gather the maximum amount of resources to prevent bankrupty, that in a combat situation could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

A typical StarCraft mission is the of gather resources to build an outpost, defend it, and create an attack force to destroy any enemy outposts nearby. That’s the concept.

But there are also games that use this concept. What’s the difference between StarCraft and other strategy games? One of the main differences is that StarCraft was built with multiplayer options as a primary concept and concern. It’s a multiplayer game with options for single player. StarCraft was designed also to be a client application. The reason is the use of the Battle.Net Network.

Battle.Net

Battle.Net is a server network connected all through the world. Blizzard Entertainment licensees can use this network to engage online multiplayer battles against other players, using their games catalogue. In this case, the game itself, becomes a client application that connects to a server like in a client-server network model. The player logs on to the Battle.Net Server. Once there, he sees other players that are also logged on. The player chooses another player to be is opponent and they engage in battle, but not without choosing the map (the terrain) and the race or races each player wants to use. From this point on, the communication is established between the two players and the server mediates all the game.

The Battle.Net offers a chat service where logged players can talk with each other, changing ideas or engaging others in combat. It offers also a ranking system, called Ladder. Each player has a Ladder. The concept of Ladder is this: best players are not the ones who always win, but those who are the most cunning. The Ladder is the result of the average between wins, losses, and other players rank. This means that a player who has lots of experience wins very few points if he wins a match with a novice player, but he can win several points with other player whitin the same rank and a lot of points if the rank of the opponent is bigger. This system allow best players to be really the best players using the system.

One of the most interesting things with this service is the possibility that players create their own maps. This feature allows players to build their own battle grounds without Blizzard intervention. To this purpose, Blizzard released StarCraft Campaign Editor, a utility that allows players to build custom maps. All the features of the game are available in the construction kit.

This feature, the modularity, is one of the added-values that online possibilities brought to computer games. It allows players to extend the life of their games through the infinite, because there’s always a player that has not been beaten and there’s always a map that hadn’t been explored.

The second added-value is the oportunity for the player to bring some of their own creativity into the game. They’re not just users but they are also producers and, who knows, some of them might find their job. In fact most of today game designers started by doing level design (which is more difficult than some people might think).

The possibility of using this features opens new grounds and points other directions in game design that some years ago were very hard to achieve.

The longevity brings other problems, problems on the financial side. If software developers allow players to extend the life of the products they sell, they will have trouble selling new products.

One of the solutions is to implement internet services that are paid. The question is “who?”.

In Battle.Net, advertisement pays Battle.Net costs as we can see by the following text taken from the Battle.Net Advertising WebPage:

“In January 1997, Blizzard launched Battle.net®, a 24 hour gaming service provided free to our customers. This is the largest online gaming network in the world. We currently have nearly 10 million active users. Battle.net users spend more than 2.1 million hours online per day. At any one give time, Battle.net averages about 70,000 concurrent users with a peak volume of 120,000 concurrent users. Battle.net yields more than 16 million ad impressions a day with our record high of 20 million impressions in one day. Come join past and present advertisers ranging from MTV, ESPN, Chevrolet, Hewlett Packard, NY Times, British Airways and Mastercard. 

Battle.net now offers a wide range of flexible advertising opportunities to drive traffic to your site. To receive information describing most advertising opportunities on Battle.net, please fill our advertising form. Thank you! “

Other internet gaming services (like EverQuest or Ultima Online) require the purchase of a software license plus a monthly fee to have access to online playing.

Conclusion

With the massification of the online communication (specifically the Internet), the dangers of the one-sided communication, or the loss of social interaction by people who use computers doesn’t make so much sense has it did some years ago.

In fact, a phenomenon like online multiplaying put people talking and interacting with other people again, creating online communities (also called Clans) that may have a virtual ethic (every clan has something that is unique. One of Rune’s (2000, Human Head Studios) clans, is Honor fanatic. Everytime that a clan member chops off an arm of the opponent without killing it, the clan member allows the opponent to fully restore the limb and pick a weapon, before engaging into combat again because killing an opponent without possible defense in not honorful).

Personally I think that the future of gaming is on the online universe. Game evolution should be mass creation of engines by gaming companies giving players full control of of the content. All that game companies will have to do is the “dirty job”, the programming of the game engines, games themselves will be produced by players not by game companies.

We’ve seen earlier that not every game genre can be easilly put into the online universe. Adventure games are a pretty good exemple, but this is also changing. Electronic Arts, released a game called Majestic. In this game there are no computer game nor characters. The game is immersed in real life. It’s a conspiracy game that exists in real-time. The players are contacted by phone calls, fax, email and webpages. And they have to solve a mystery (curiously this game was temporarly shut-down after 11th September attacks).

This is the first commercial example of a genre that has been translated from the computer games to a better medium, life itself. Some years from now maybe all game could be like this. As A.C. Clarke once said “everything that is possible in theory, sooner or later it will be achieved in practice”. We only have to wait.
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