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Landscapes of Trust in World of Warcraft
Introduction:
NEXT SLIDE (Banker)
- Anthony Giddens, an eminent sociologist, has stated that one of the major consequences of modernity is “disembedding”, the lifting out of social relations from local contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of space-time. Essentially, this means that instead of dealing with a local banker who you’ve grown up with, you’re doing your banking through ATMs or over the phone with some anonymous entity.

- He further argues that disembedding goes hand in hand with a shift from placing trust in individual people to placing trust in faceless institutions (such as government) and abstract systems (such as science, or the monetary system, though I’m not sure how much anyone trusts the monetary system these days *boom, bad economy joke!*).
- Massively multiplayer online games, or MMOG’s, look at first to be a part of the disembedding trend, as they contract out a player’s social interaction to anonymous people around the world. After playing the game myself, however, I found this not to be the case.
NEXT SLIDE (Hypothesis)
- By examining trust relationships in World of Warcraft, the most popular of these games, I shall argue that such games can actually act as a sort of re-embedding mechanism by resituating social relations between people who are often thousands of miles apart, instating these would-be long-distance relationships in a co-habited online virtual space.
NEXT SLIDE (ATM Orc)
- As a result the trust landscape of World of Warcraft more closely resembles that of a pre-modern world, pulling trust back from institutions to individuals. As one player put it, “It’s real people inside a videogame.”
NEXT SLIDE (Data Collection)

- Explain Slide.

- I only obtained a fairly small sample size, with 8 respondents to the questionnaire and five interviews conducted, as I was looking for depth of understanding over breadth of generalization. To give you an idea, the survey contained 84 questions and took about an hour to fill out.

NEXT SLIDE (Interpersonal Trust)
Interpersonal Trust:
- In their examination of trust development in small teams, Adams’ and Webb define trust as “a psychological state involving positive confident expectations about the competence, benevolence, integrity and predictability of another person and willingness to act on the basis of these expectations. Issues of trust arise in contexts that involve risk, vulnerability, uncertainty and interdependence.”

- This small team definition of trust easily transfers to World of Warcraft, as the game play encourages players to group up into teams to overcome obstacles, and much of the fun of massively multiplayer online games is rooted in getting involved with other people. As one player noted, “If I didn’t care about anyone then I might as well just play by myself.”
- The mechanics of the game actually promote the development of interpersonal trust over the course of learning how to play and gaining levels. The game is far too complicated to learn every aspect of it by personal experience. Even the 208 page long instruction manual for the game barely skims the surface, and is sorely outdated now with two expansions and many smaller patches having changed the game. Instead, new players learn a great deal of how to play the game through talking to other players, particularly more experienced ones.
- Since other players from around the world are in large part responsible for one’s own experiences there are risks to misplaced trust. One might assume that since World of Warcraft is just a game that any risks would be negligible and irrelevant, but players invest a lot of time into the game and often become very emotionally invested as well. 
- As Jonas Heide Smith notes: “While conflict is endemic to the enjoyment of most games (being intended) certain types of conflicts are detrimental to that very same enjoyment.”

- For example, if another player steals an item, (or “ninjas” it, to use the parlance of the game) that often represents a loss of hours of invested time for the victim and will usually elicit a great deal of anger. This anger stems both from the perceived infraction of in-game social norms and from the disappointment of missing out on item which would have increased the abilities of the player’s in-game avatar.
- The formation of guilds, larger groups of players who play together on a regular basis, helps to mitigate some of these risks. Familiarity is a necessary foundation for trust, and guilds provide this familiarity by bringing about repeated interaction between the same players.

- Emotional investments tend become even greater in the case of guilds. For example, when asked how he would feel if his guild broke up, one player responded as such: “I would feel extreme depression. While I would think ‘great now I can eat a good meal every night,’ I would also think about the extra 7 hours I have every night. What in the world am I going to do with that? I have spent so much time with the same people, it would be near impossible to attach to a whole new group again.”
NEXT SLIDE (Instrumental vs. Emotional)
- This heightened emotional investment results not only because of a greater time commitment in guild play, as guildies are often expected to play four hours a night, five nights a week, but also because guild relationships often transition from being based on purely instrumental or cognitive trust to being based on emotional trust. Essentially this is a transition from “I trust you because it is in my best interest” to “I trust you because I believe you are a good person”.
- As stated by Douglas Thomas and John Seely Brown, “Guilds in World of Warcraft or other MMOGs have such a strong presence in players’ lives that they frequently talk about their guilds as homes or families, even though most of the players may never have met one another face to face.”

- Indeed, every player I have asked attested to having at least one “real friend” who they had met in World of Warcraft, and most said they had several.
NEXT SLIDE (Faceless-Face)
- Guilds tend to push players from anonymous interactions towards familiar relationships. The most common example of this is the use of Ventrilo, an online voice communication program which allows player to talk to one another. Another is the use of guild forums to communicate and joke around, share interesting files, and often even post pictures of one’s self.
- Beyond this, it is not uncommon for guild members, sometimes even whole guilds, to meet up in real life, and I have even talked to a couple who originally met in World of Warcraft and who have now been living together for over a year.
- Given all this, it is no surprise that all of the players I surveyed had higher expectations of guild members than of non-guildies. Indeed, some players are no longer willing to play in pick-up groups, also known as pugs, which are groups of players who haven’t played together before who form up only temporarily to beat a dungeon or boss. There was a general consensus that anonymous pug players were more likely to act selfishly and inappropriately than other guildies.

- This leads us to another form of interpersonal trust:

NEXT SLIDE (Representative Trust)
Representative Trust:
- I use this term to refer to Sztompka and Barber’s notion of fiduciary conduct, defined as “duties in certain situations to place others’ interests before our own”. This is the form of trust most emphasized by high-end raiding guilds, and it emphasizes playing one’s role in the guild. It is not defined by the fulfillment of one specific obligation, but instead by a general sense that a player is intent on serving the needs of the guild above his or her own.
- This goes beyond normal interpersonal trust as it places all of one’s actions in the context of the group, and even requires that interpersonal allegiances between players be set aside for the good of the larger group.
- As Jonas Heide Smith notes, “multiplayer games raise issues of the construction and maintenance of collective resources.” The whole point of the guild structure is for collective action to create and maintain collective resources, such as the good reputation of the guild, the ability to progress farther in the game through cooperation, and even the formation of guild banks, storehouses of items which are collectively owned by the guild and distributed to players in order to help the guild progress.
- Since one may not need to contribute to a collective resource to benefit from it, representative trust is required to assure players that others in the guild will not be leeches. Without this trust, rational self-interest would lead everybody not to contribute.
- Several of the guild members I interviewed expressed the importance of the representative attitude. As one put it, “The improvements to your character are earned with the effort of 24 other players along with you.  Leaving a guild for greener pastures is a selfish gesture which severely penalizes those who have invested time, effort and education into you - it requires them to start the entire process over again with another person.”
- Another stated, “Most of the people I’ve bonded with have acted in the best interests of the guild as a whole first. Things like getting gear and better loot etc, was mostly aimed at moving on to bigger encounter situations as opposed to just becoming the coolest looking or best geared guy in the realm/guild/etc.” 
- Professions can be an important element of representative trust in a guild. Professions like alchemy or tailoring require a great deal of gold and time to acquire levels and new recipes or patterns. Players obtain comparatively little personal benefit compared to the cost of these professions, but they can be invaluable to a guild as a source of many items. A willingness to share one’s expertise in a profession with other guild members is an assessment signal of representative trust; a signal which carries its own evidence of truth.

- Indeed, representative trustworthiness is often valued even over play skill. I was personally asked to be an officer in my guild mainly because I was a high-level alchemist and I gave away important potions to guild members during raids, thus helping the guild proceed through difficult boss fights.

- A lot of guild members recognize the importance of representative trust and its obligations. For example, every single one of the players I surveyed reported having raided with their guild when they would have preferred not to, which is a sacrifice of hours of personal time.
- As one stated, “I have occasionally got on to raid when I truly did not want to because I had 39 or 24 other people counting on me to be there.” 

- Another expressed his opinion more colorfully, stating that “25 people relying on you and getting epics is more important than getting laid.” 
- Indeed, all but one of the players surveyed said that they felt they had an obligation to their guild. For example: “I feel that I should be aware of my behavior and actions towards others in the game so as not to tarnish my guilds name.”
- There is no definitive end goal of the game, but several players expressed their own opinion that progress is not measured by an accumulation of items, but instead by the process of learning and going through the frustration of losing at boss fights until the guild manages to coordinate and succeed. This conception of progress incorporates the maintenance of the group into the very idea of “winning” at the game.

- The fulfillment of representative trust is nearly impossible to monitor in any objective sense. Monitoring tools (e.g. damage trackers) are used in guilds and ostensibly measure a player’s contribution to a raid. Many guilds recognize that these tools are limited (or even detrimental if they are relied upon too greatly, as they measure individual achievement in an attempt to gauge group contributions (and can easily be skewed). As such, representative trust can generally only be built up through direct interaction.

- Indeed, while the guilds I encountered had high levels of representative trust among their core members, they had little in terms of formal rules to enforce it. One guild actually had no rules posted on its website, and only a few guidelines for raid behavior posted in their forums.
- This brings us to the flipside of Giddens’ trust coin:
NEXT SLIDE (Institutional Trust)
Institutional Trust:

- Guilds are the only institutions of significance in terms of trust in World of Warcraft, as all the other institutions in the game, such as the auction house and monetary system, are entirely controlled by the game and therefore present no risk in engaging with them.

- Considering all the significance placed on the guild structure, however, I had initially expected to find institutional trust playing a large role in social interaction. So I was surprised to find evidence that this isn’t the case.
NEXT SLIDE (Transfer of Trust)
- Firstly, few of the players interviewed trust fellow guild members more than non-guild members without having played with them before. The fact that they belong to the same guild does not automatically confer trust. In my personal experience, trust can be transferred to unknown players if they are vouched for by another guild-member you do trust, but this an interpersonally, and not an institutionally-generated trust. 

- Additionally, a guild almost always disbands when several of the core members leave, even if the guild has a very high reputation on the server. Unlike the ideal modern institution, guilds are not self-perpetuating. They are delicate, and rely on the goodwill and cooperation of their members to proceed.
- Part of the reason for this is that the enforcement of institutional rules is limited by the tele-present aspect of the game. As Mark Silverman and Bart Simon have noted, “What is ostensibly missing in MMOG guilds that make them different from other sorts of modern institutions is the immediate physical presence of bodies that may be acted upon in the last instance.”
- As I mentioned earlier, even with DPS trackers, Healing counters, and DKP systems, it is also impossible to objectively monitor a player’s contribution to the guild. With no institutional measurement of that contribution, guilds rely on personal impressions of a guild-member’s worthiness.
- While individual players can personally gauge another’s contribution, and even pass that information on to others, that information is only considered reliable if one trusts the player passing it on. As with the transfer of trust, the relaying of this information always requires a direct chain of interpersonal trust.
- Increasing the cost of membership to a guild could somewhat raise the role of institutional trust within the guild, as the cost could serve as an assessment signal of its members’ trustworthiness, as well as a disincentive for members to act in any way that would jeopardize their status (e.g. trial period). This would only work as long as members cared about the benefits of membership, however, and would still be limited by the guild’s ability to continually monitor trustworthiness even after the player has joined.
NEXT SLIDE (Conclusion)

Conclusion:
- World of Warcraft is not only nostalgic in hearkening back to arcane constructs such as guilds and honour, but in the existence of small communities bound by interpersonal and  representative trust and the relative absence of institutional trust.

- Telepresence in World of Warcraft is embedded and social interaction is often facework, as opposed to faceless commitment.

- As such, World of Warcraft’s in-game society more closely resembles Anthony Giddens’ notion of embedded, pre-modern society (rather than the disembedded, modern society one might expect since players are plugging in from around the globe).
- With this in mind, perhaps online communities can be social playgrounds which help in the formation of responsible interpersonal trust.
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