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Abstract

The pace of technology and digital media is changing quickly and our understanding of how young people are making use of them is limited. This study explores the social context in which teenagers are making use of video games at a fixed location, a cyber café. Qualitative research methods were used to discover how teenagers were playing in two different contexts of online team play. The first style of play was single teenagers playing online real time strategy games by themselves and the second was a group of teenagers playing sitting together and playing online first person shooter games together. Both styles of play were highly social either with online friends or co-present friends. Online video games can be seen as a venue for maintaining friendships across vast distances or providing additional social activities on top of traditional ones such as basketball or football. 

Introduction

The video game industry has come into the spotlight with sales of games in the United States reaching $7.3 billion in 2004 (ESA 2005). Video game consoles raise that total by another $2.6 billion including sales of the Nintendo Gamecube, Microsoft Xbox, Sony Playstation 2, and a number of other console and handheld devices (Richtel 2005). Children, under the age of 18, represent a third of video game players spending on average 7 hours a week playing games (Gentile 2002). Games are increasingly seen as social activities as 7 of the top 10 selling computer games feature multiplayer components (Riley 2005).

Playing video games in the United States have traditionally been seen as solitary or individualistic activities (King 2003) but an increasing number of game players are taking these activities online. Game playing has risen to 43% online in 2004 up from 31% in 2002 (ESA 2004). These online games can take the form of casual gaming of bridge or hearts to graphically intensive role-playing games with expansive 3d environments. 

There is a growing body of literature on children and video games looking at the effects of games on their social development. Video games are among the most direct means of access that children and young people have to the world of technology (Gros 2003). This research looks at how video games are becoming a part of the changing social life of teenagers today and the social role gaming plays in the formation of social rules of teenagers. The physical setting of a cyber café was chosen for qualitative research into this area as a setting where teens dedicate time to playing online games. In this place, it was possible to look at the online interactions of teens by themselves or between teens while physically collocated. 

Methods


Two video games were used as the basis of analysis for team play one in a virtual team setting and in a mixed virtual and physical setting. Teens playing the game Warcraft 3, were solitary players at the café. They were playing multiplayer team games with their teammates being online rather than at the café. The second game was Counter-Strike where teens would be playing side-by-side with each other. They would play cooperatively or competitively with a dozen other players over the Internet.  

This study used a series of qualitative methods to gather information on a group of teens playing at the cyber café. In all, eight teenagers were interviewed on their game-playing habits and observed by the researchers from within the game as active participants. A focus group was held with five of the teens to observe how they form their own Counter-Strike clan and pursue a more serious level of game play.

Background


The two video games in this study are Warcraft 3 and Counter-Strike. These games represent two very different genres in computer games. Warcraft 3 is a real-time strategy game where the emphasis is on the management of armies and supplies. Counter-Strike is a first person shooter where your perspective is that of one soldier in a firefight.

Counter-Strike is currently the most popular game on the Internet. The user interface for this game is from the first person perspective where the player looks through the eyes of the virtual avatar and navigates through a 3D environment. The game simulates combat between a team of terrorists and a team of counter-terrorists. A player is assigned to one of these teams and given an objective for a particular map. The types of objectives are hostage rescue, assassination, escape, or bomb diffusion. Killing every member of the opposing team is always a victory condition.

Each map is designed with team play in mind and multiple approaches in which one team can come in contact with the other. A few bullets can take a player out of the action, which encourages people to move in groups to cover each other’s back. Often one group will keep the opposing team occupied at a location while another moves off to flank the other team. 

The game is modeled more realistically than other shooter video games where a few bullets can end a virtual life instead of a Rambo-style game where your character can run through a hail of bullets and keep on shooting. The designers of the game have taken painstaking lengths to bring the look and feel of real guns into a 3D environment each with their own rate of fire, kickback, and penetration through Kevlar vests. Grenades are also used to break up formations, blind your opponent, or cast smoke around the field of battle.

This game is also a feature for professional gaming competitions such as the World Cyber Games and the Electronic Sports League. Professional Counter-Strike pits two teams of 5 players against each other with winners taking tens of thousands of dollars in prize money. Many of these teams are sponsored by companies and employ these cyber-athletes to the same degree as soccer or baseball players.

Warcraft is a real-time strategy game where each player controls a fantastical army from a bird's eye view over the playing field. This genre of game involves gathering resources to raise an army to defeat your opponent's base of operations while defending your own. Currently on its third iteration, Warcraft 3, developed by Blizzard Entertainment, is set in a fantasy realm where humans struggle against an invading orc army. 

Blizzard runs its own online service called Battle.net that matches players and keeps track of player victories and losses on a ladder ranking system. Competitions on the ladder always revolve around destroying your opponent's base or crippling them into surrendering. 

Team play is a popular way of playing Warcraft with certain maps being designed for up to 8 players at a time. Players can store a list of friends to play with online or jump into a random game with other Internet players. The player matching system groups players together with similar win/loss records.

Similar to Counter-Strike, this game is also featured in many video game competitions. Professional gameplay pits one player against another in the officially released Blizzard maps. The popularity of this game and others by Blizzard Entertainment is a huge cultural phenomenon in South Korea where professional gamers can earn upwards of $60,000 per year. 

Participants


Eight teenagers were recruited for this study. These teens are all students in middle school and high school in the age range of 13 to 17. All of the subjects were already patrons of the cyber café prior to the study.  All of the participants were male.

Anatomy of the Cyber Café

The cyber café provides a place for entertainment or relaxation where people can surf the web, play a game, or practice for competition. The cyber café in this research site is a video game haven with high-end computers, large CRT monitors, and an excellent connection to the Internet.

The store is one large rectangular room with large windows at the front and computer lined up against the sidewalls. The front space is empty save for a leather couch typically used by parents waiting for their children to finish playing their video games.  The middle right hand of the room has a circular front desk; future patrons walk through two rows of computers before they sign up for an account.

The cyber café is divided up in a number of zones that offer specific types of games. The computers at the front have the most popular games, the first person shooters. Moving backwards in the café, the real time strategy games make their appearance. Farthest back are the massively multiplayer online role-playing games.


Alex, the proprietor of this café believes that the key to a successful cyber café is to have great equipment and an atmosphere of a professional gaming establishment to differentiate his store from any other café. “I have CRT monitors here because it makes a difference in playing games with the higher refresh rates.”

The atmosphere at this cyber café certainly looks the part. Every station looks identical with a sleek black motif. Black CRT monitors, black keyboards, black mice, and a black CPU case with a glowing red logo. Each player sits in a black vinyl chair, adjustable for large and small gamer alike.

Fifty machines line the walls of the cyber café making two rows of gaming space. The design of the layout reflects how solitary video games can be with face-to-face communication only happening with the neighbor to the right and the left. Loud hip-hop music thumps through speakers in the ceiling. While most players are oblivious to this music as large headphones cover their ears, one of the teens is “definitely here for the music, it’s hella good.”

The staff at the café are two men in their early twenties. Both Greg and Matt are well versed in video games and are more often seen at a gaming station than the front desk. Primarily, they help new players get set up with accounts to use on the cyber café system. They also help new players, learn how to play some of the various games available. Both of them are dedicated players of Counter-Strike and compete in Northern California league play. They try to encourage every new player at the café to join into their games both online or on the local area network. 

There is a good cop bad cop dynamic between the two as they encourage new players to compete in Counter-Strike. Matt is the supportive staff member that teaches new players the game mechanics and Counter-Strike teamwork. He will join the new player in a few matches and have the new player follow him through the maps. Matt explains some of the tips and tricks to be a successful player such as, “pull[ing] out your knife when you’re running, you’re much faster than running around with your rifle.” He’ll help protect new players and get them to “Hang behind …  and look out for terrorists.” Greg on the other hand is brutally punishing on players that think they are good. He’ll show off his superiority and laugh at other players, “ha ha, killed you with the knife.” Both styles of encouragement seem to reinforce game play for one of the teenagers. Shawn says that “Matt is really fun to play against, he’s really good. But … I hate playing with Greg, he comes out of nowhere.” Despite the negative comment, Shawn will still frequently shout, “I’ll kill you Greg!” and spend several rounds futilely trying to hunt him down. 

Observations

Sitting by Themselves

The café offers high speed Internet, a wide variety of games, and computers geared towards gaming. Some patrons prefer going there instead of playing at home. One teen in particular does all of his game playing at the café. Michael spends Tuesdays and Thursdays playing games after school. He says, “My dad pays for my account, he’ll always pick me up here before dinner.” His game playing habits are forbidden at home and are grudgingly accepted here at the café. His parents are at least able to regulate how much time he spends playing games by restricting them to a dedicated space.

Zachary is another teenager that plays by himself at the cyber café. He normally plays at home but takes some time at the cyber café because the computer systems are much better than his own. He doesn’t have high speed internet at home and playing at the café offers a vastly superior gaming experience. 

Both high school student only plays one game at the cyber café, Warcraft 3. The game offers a choice of factions to play, the human alliance, the orc horde, the undead or the night elves. Michael’s favorite faction is the orcs. He prizes their strong units during the early part of the game. Seth enjoys the undead army and their mystical spells.

Each player is able to recruit a limited number of super-powered hero units into their army. Michael’s first hero is always the Blademaster because he “can run in to kill peons and go invisible to run away.” His early game tactic is to disrupt the enemy resource gathering of gold and lumber. Seth plays more of a power unit game with a few but expensive units, “They have a very good arcane hero… the necromancer is my favorite spellcaster. Their air is great... they just have so many outstanding units.”

Michael is a serious player and engages in the ladder rankings in the Battle.Net system. His strategy relies on the brute strength of the orcs with a multitude of grunt soldiers at his command and shamans that can whip up the orc horde into a frenzied bloodlust. Michael relies on his teammates to protect his ground forces from aerial threats such as dragons or gnomish flying machines. 

At the café he is an individual playing a game but while online he’s usually part of a pair in a team battle. He has his team role as the front line grunt. As the game commences, he announces the units that he will build, “going g n s,” announce his intent to build grunts and shamans. His units will rush in first and absorb the damage for his teammate to give support using ranged attacks. There is no negotiation on his role, no specific call for action on taking this role. It’s an implicit tactic based on the units that he is constructing. Coordination of attacks is done through awareness of the game, a small map in the corner of the screen shows allied armies and through the occasional glance at the map, he can tell when his partner is getting ready for an attack. To join in the attacks, he will direct his units to follow his partner to traverse to the enemy base. Meanwhile, his attention refocuses to his own base to continue army training and base construction. When his partner’s troops arrive, he’ll flip his attention back to his own army and direct the battle from overhead. All of this is done without any text communication. Usually the only time he will type to his partner is to signal a retreat with a teleport spell, hpl! getn pnwd by wiz, tp hme.” This roughly translates to “help, my army is getting killed by the Archmage, I am teleporting back to base.”

Zachary is more of a casual player than Michael. He doesn’t play very often online and usually focuses on beating his brother at home on their local area network. His online play at the cyber café involves joining in random matches of two-on-two.  His general strategy uses an army of fiends to support his partner until he can train a flotilla of ice dragons. 


Zachary tends to take a leadership role when he’s playing online. “I am often the one doing it for my team because I type very quickly.” His style of play is much different from Michael’s in that he spends much of the beginning of the game typing to his partner. He also avoids many of the acronyms or shorthand that other gamers use. “I take a little pride in spelling correctly. I don’t speak Haxor.” The beginning of the game is filled with messages of coordinating complimentary armies, finding non-player creatures to kill, and directing a plan of attack. When he notices a weakness in the enemy’s defense, “he’s got all dryads, I’ll make him pay.” He’ll text his partner his change in strategy to bring in his zombies to go hand to hand with the dryads.

Both Michael and Zachary organize their games outside of Warcraft. Michael is an avid user of AOL Instant Messenger (AIM) and usually connects with his friends over AIM to get them to play a game. His contact list has over 200 people and about half of them play Warcraft. Michael’s family moved from Southern California a year ago and keeps in touch with his friends online through AIM. He never gets to see any of them anymore so Warcraft is one way of hanging out with his friends online. There are a number of people from his school that were international students who have moved back to their home countries and their group routinely meets online to chat about what they’re doing or just to play a few games.

Seth also keeps in touch with many people over the Internet. He lives in a rural town and spends much of his time on his dial up Internet connection.  “I live up in the hills away from civilization. The phone companies don’t run DSL up there”. Seth is a member of a sci-fi writing community and “through email and AIM, I write for [a] science fiction site.” His online friends mainly consist of people from this community more so than the other students he goes to high school with. Some of the people in this community are into video games and have drawn him into playing online. A majority of his time online is spent working on his sci-fi stories but he does enjoy some gaming now and again.

Playing with Friends at the Café


Counter-Strike is the most popular game at the cyber café and competitive play is the business model on which the café runs. Alex the owner markets aggressively with flyers and discounts at the nearby high school to draw in more players. One group of teens started to get into Counter-Strike and are now regulars at the café. 


A few months ago one of the teens, Shawn, saw an advertisement for this cyber café and decided to come in to play. He liked the machines in this café more than the other one he used to play at and made the switch. He brought his other school friends to play and they make this a regular hang out for playing Counter-Strike.


Shawn is the most experienced player of Counter-Strike having played the game for over a year. Jeremy is the second best in the group having played for about a year as well. Sam is next because his parents do not allow him to come as often as Shawn or Jeremy. Cody tends to play other computer games than just Counter-Strike and suffers from lack of practice. Brandon and Jonathan are infrequent players but will still come by the café to just watch and hang out.


The regular players are Shawn, Jeremy, and Cody. They come into the café 4 or 5 times a week. It’s almost an after school habit for them to come in and play until dinnertime. The others come in less frequently around once or twice per week. They all use the same clan name in their online handles to show other players that they are all in the same group. 


There is a strong preference in the group to play as the terrorist group. The main factor is that they “love the dulies,” twin pistols that serve as an early game weapon. In online play they enjoy the more aggressive style of play and stay near the heavy firefights. As a terrorist, they would rather go off and plant a bomb at a target than hang back and defend a location. 


When joining random Internet games, there is little strategy and planning discussed in the game. Most communication is taken offline of complaining when they got killed or boasting their excellent kill to death ratio. These games serve more for showing off individual performance than number of team victories. Talking and shouting happens more often when the player is dead. Once their concentration is off from playing the game, they can zoom around the map and look at any individual player. They will often help each other out by having the dead player communicate the location of the remaining enemies.


Strategic play comes in more often in LAN games where, on observation, the participants had a higher tendency to follow each other around the map. Communication always happens in bomb levels when the terrorists have successfully planted the bomb, all of the counter-terrorists need to converge on the appropriate bomb location and someone will invariably shout out the position.


During each round, all of the participants were very quiet for the duration of their life. They would concentrate intently on surviving and accumulating kills, however, there was little evidence of teamwork in their play. Sticking together is more important against some of the better players in the café. It was rare that there was a conscious decision to work together unless the opposing team was dominating.

Focus Group

Creating a Team


A focus group was run with five of these teenagers to determine how they play this game Counter-Strike and how they formulated strategies. The participants were Shawn, Cody, Jeremy, Brandon, and Sam. They conducted a training session where they could evaluate each other’s skills and form a team to compete in the weekly tournaments at the café.


The format for the training was two round robin competitions. First they played against each other one-on-one to look at each individual’s skill and then they played in pairs to see how they work in a team. At the end of each session, there was a wrap up talk to discuss how everyone performed.


A series of warm-up rounds were played on an Internet server to get them all playing together with 20 other random Internet players. The assignments placed four players on the terrorist side on one on the counter-terrorist team. Most of the chatting between the participants was trash talk but as a few rounds progressed they started to coordinate their efforts before the round started and move as a group to cover each other. 


The first round was a round robin competition where each participant played each other in a best of three shoot out.  The other three teens were able to watch the match to see how each other played. In choosing the initial match ups, Shawn declared, “who thinks they’re better than me?” The matches were filled with triumphant yells or moaning defeats as the other three absently waited and mostly ignored the ensuing one-on-one action.  Shawn came out as the clear winner clearly beating each of his friends.


The second round was a two-on -two competition where the counter-terrorist team had to rescue four hostages in an office building. None of the teams bothered with the hostage objective and instead focused on killing the other team. The inactive player was instructed to help out in whatever way they saw fit. Shawn, the winner from the previous round sat out first and was advising both teams to stick together and coordinate movements. Both teams ignored the advice and split off to hunt down the opponents single-handedly. This led to a very one-sided battle in favor of the terrorist team with Sam bagging most of the kills. On the next rotation, Cody sat out and was also advising people to stick together. The teams were more even but the lone wolf strategy persisted. Brandon was the next to rotate off and he sat passively at his computer in observer mode to watch the battle. Sam was partnered up with Cody and told him to stick together which prompted the first change in strategy. 


During the wrap up for the focus group, Shawn congratulated all of his friends for having a great day and playing well. He took the lead role for the team and said that everyone successfully passed tryouts and that they are all now part of a new clan.

Discussion

Communicating Strategies in Online Play

The two games described in this study also reflect two different ways of playing in a team. Warcraft, the real time strategy game, was played by solitary teens with online teammates and Counter-Strike, the first person shooter, was played by groups of teens with other teammates and enemies online. The game mechanics of each game has an effect on the negotiation of strategy for the team. We can look at two factors that affect a player, the communication opportunity and the authority. This reflects when a player is able to communicate within the game and how well other players receive it. 

	
	Warcraft 3
	Counter-Strike

	Opportunity
	· Strategic planning at beginning and middle of game.

· Online “lobbies” where players can plan before the match. 
	· Strategic planning at the first 30 seconds of a match.

· Back channel texting after player death.

	Authority
	· Player’s wins and losses are public information.

· Statistics are persistent through centralized servers.
	· Player’s wins and losses are only visible in the current session.

· Long-term statistics are hard to access and are local to a particular server.


The opportunities for strategic planning are limited by the nature of each game. Counter-Strike is a fast-paced action game where the only available time to type messages are in the no-combat section at the beginning of the round, typically about 30 seconds. A bullet to the head can end any player’s life in an instant so it is rare that a player stops moving to type a message. Most of the conversation in Counter-Strike takes place after that player has died and no longer worried about the round and can plan for the next one. In Warcraft, the gameplay is slower and strategic plans that are formed at the beginning and adjusted mid-way through the game to adjust for your opponent’s strategy. Discussion also takes place before the game in lobbies where players can partner up before joining an Internet game.

A player’s strategy is only as sound as the team’s willingness to adopt that strategy. In Counter-Strike there is little opportunity for debate over a particular strategy. The teens tend to follow the better players around the map and survive longer under their protection. However in Counter-Strike, your statistics will only show your good performance after several rounds of play and the rounds tend to be very individualistic until leadership has been established. This differs slightly in Warcraft since your statistics are immediately known to your teammates. There usually is an instant reaction like Zachary seeing his new teammate saying, “wow level 30. We’ll easily win.”

Social Interactions in Online Play

In this study two different groups of teens are playing games in different social contexts. The Counter-Strike players are playing online with their friends in the same room while Warcraft players are playing with their friends online. Games at the café are seen as social activities but the type of social experience that a teenager is looking for my lead them to favor one type of game over another.

The game mechanics of a first person shooter lends itself to a better experience when played in a group that is physically located together. The game is designed around fast-paced action where your player can die in a matter of seconds. The speed of the game makes it difficult to communicate online during the match. In the time it takes to type the word ‘help’ your avatar’s body may already be riddled with bullets. Being physically present with your teammates you can have faster and higher bandwidth communication. Brandon being the weaker player often calls out for help and his friends typically berate him for running in the line of fire.

Warcraft is a much slower paced game where rounds can last anywhere from five to thirty minutes. In the time it takes a Counter-Strike match to complete, a Warcraft player may not even come in contact with their enemy. A real time strategy player will have more time to type to their teammates to formulate and adjust strategies. This type of game relieves some of the requirements to be in the same room as your team making it better suited for playing with only online friends.

The social experience cannot be fully explained through game mechanics since people do play Warcraft with their friends in the same room as well as Counter-Strike by themselves. These particular teens are looking for different social experiences online which may lead them to play one game or the other. 

Two of the Warcraft players, Michael and Zachary, play games online to socialize with their friends online. Michael has recently moved from Southern California and he keeps in touch with a majority of his friends online. He doesn’t play Warcraft with anyone from his new school and always comes into the café by himself. 

Zachary also plays Warcraft with friends online who he met on a website through an interest in Lego and writing science fiction serials.

“Through email and AIM, I write for [a] science fiction site. I was a reader for a while. My interest in Lego led me to that website because they used computer Lego modeling software to build a lot of their starships. Eventually I became more attached to the stories than the Lego. I’ve made friends there and sometimes we’ll play Warcraft together.”

These two teens are using the computer game as a social tool to maintain their friendships online as an additional medium than just AIM or email. This is a very different experience for the Counter-Strike players that all go to the same school and come in to the café to play together.

Playing games together has been a social activity that the Counter-Strike teens have been doing together for several years Playing football and basketball are more fun activities than playing any sort of video game but they certainly like taking their sports challenges to the Playstation in John Madden’s NFL Football. 

Jeremy is a new member of the group having come from a different elementary school. His computer game playing consisted of single player games such as Spiderman and Doom 3.  This was also was reflected in his disdain for team sports.

“I don’t like team sports because if you lose you always get into the thing where if he hadn’t thrown the ball over there then we would have won. Individual sports like windsurfing or biking, if you don’t beat your time then it’s just me; that I f----- up.”


When he changed schools and met new friends his game playing habits changed to spend more time with his friends. He spends a lot of time at this cyber café because all of his friends come here and he feels he plays better when they’re playing on the same team. At the end of the focus group all of the participants were stating what they liked best about playing Counter-Strike and Jeremy’s response was, “everyone just coming out to play.”


For this group of teens, the social experience of being in a group and hanging out is the most enjoyable aspect of gaming. The game experience and shooting is secondary to them being with each other. This game and the cyber café is just another way for them to spend time together when they are not riding their bikes or playing sports.

Cyber Café Design

Playing computer games was perceived as only a solitary activity but with the rise of multiplayer and online games they are becoming more social activities where players can share the experience of accomplishing the game’s objectives (King 2003). 

The cyber café offers a venue for this socializing to take place that online gaming at home cannot replace. Being physically collocated can allow for better game play, communication, and coordination to take place, however, it is the socialization aspect outside of the game that makes it a very attractive place for teenagers to socialize and hang out.

With the widespread adoption of broadband connections and decreasing cost of computer hardware, games that are more solitary may be phased out of the café environment to optimize for team play. These teens are certainly not going to be playing less video games and they will plan on attracting more of their friends to play at the café. 

A cyber café layout that is optimized for group or team play may be the best design for the business if café gaming moves to more multiplayer only gaming. A café can save money on software licenses by reducing the number of single player games or not bothering to offer those types of games at all. Team areas would also attract players who are more competitive with their gaming and are training for regional or national competitions.

Video Game Design


Video games have been incorporating more multiplayer aspects in order to develop a community around the game and to maintain interest in the game after the single player experience is finished. Warcraft 3 is one such example where the single player campaign is a detailed fantasy story, players can take their battles online and re-enact some of the campaign battles with their friends.


Game designers can look to cyber cafés as a new venue of usage that is often overlooked in the United States. As teenagers are incorporating playing games into their social lives, they may prefer playing in these cyber cafés than at home. Many multiplayer games have had some recent developments in adding voice communications over Internet. If the game playing shifts to cyber cafés then this type of communication will be unnecessary since teammates will be able to shout orders to their neighbor. 

Conclusion


Online games can be perceived as social spaces where players are doing more than killing monsters or shooting guns. The teenagers in this study are contrary to the stereotypical picture of the lonely boy playing aggressive computer games alone in his room (Ermi 2003). Friendships can be developed or maintained through interaction in both online and offline play. Many of these games are perceived by these teenagers as avenues of socialization and fits into their world of belonging with a group of peers. Through observation, we can suggest further developments for socially playing games in cyber cafés and designing games that fit their social contexts. It is encouraging to see these games are a component of a teenager’s social development rather than a way for kids to withdraw from other people. It is the hope of this researcher that game playing develops into a social activity on par with team sports.
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