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Lessons Learned from Virtual Worlds
Before massively multiplayer online games (MMOG) made their big
breakthrough, the graphical general purpose virtual worlds had been
around for a while and before them the MUDs. One important lesson
learned from studying these systems is that persistent environments
foster persistent online identities. Participants build up social capital
through the process of social interaction and keeping a persistent
identity becomes a way of protecting this investment.
In MMOGs, like Everquest, players often spend over a year
developing their character. Besides improving the experience level,
skills and equipment of the character, they also develop a rich
network of friends and allies inside the game.

Death and Afterlife
Death is a constantly present part of life in Everquest. A
character who dies in the game re-spawns and can run back and
reclaim the possessions from the dead body, only suffering a
penalty to the experience level. But since there is no final goal
to the game, the player will sooner or later have to make the
decision to stop playing the game all together.
While the Everquest game system is constantly evolving and
many additions have been made following requests from the
player community, there is not a single line of code or advice
written to help players who want to quit. Once a player stops
paying the monthly subscription fee, the character lingers on in
a kind of limbo for a few months before it eventually is deleted
from the database and gone forever without a trace.
Through literature and my participative studies of the game
I have come across many examples of how players react to and
try to deal with this issue:

• Taylor (2002) discuss players who sell their
characters for real money and questions Sony’s
absolute claim of ownership of the characters.
• Markham (1998) writes on the sense of loss when
someone leaves without a trace.
• Players keep paying without playing.
• Players give away their characters.
• Friends keep characters alive for ex-players.
• Ex-players form support groups.

The Avatar Graveyard
When Sony announced that the fourth expansion to Everquest – Planes
of Power – would include graveyards, my first thought was that they
finally had addressed the issues of the inevitable death of characters
in the game, but unfortunately these were only designated areas for
corpses to re-spawn in order to make them easier to retrieve.
But what if graveyards where players really could bury their
characters when they are done with the game were implemented? The
system could provide a clickable gravestone which would reveal the
complete statistics, including a picture, of the character on the day of
his or her demise.
Maybe a culture of funeral ceremonies would develop within the
player community where friends and guild members could say farewell
to the character in a way that would provide a sense of closure both for
the player who is leaving the game as well as those who have developed
a relationship to the player within the game.
While a high score list is a fitting way for gamers to leave a trace
from their encounter with a coin-op game, and a “hall of fame” website
where gamers can post their record times is a suitable addition to a
racing game, the persistent nature of MMOGs creates special needs
for the kind of traces the gamers should be able to leave behind them
when they go.
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