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ABSTRACT

Drawing on aspects of massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs), traditional text-based MUDs, science fiction novels, and real-life commerce and education, among others, metaverses are participant-created massively multiuser spaces, which transcend any single purpose (e.g., gaming). They are also rich social spaces, with complex communities, interfaces, and interactive social genres. This paper explores the significance of one of these social genres, the “virtual event.” A virtual event is a semi-formal or formal social activity that occurs in a 3D computer-mediated virtual space. Using a virtual ethnographic approach, the researchers attended and analyzed dozens of these events to understand their primary characteristics (setting, sequence, social interaction types, and motivation) and their roles in facilitating the emergence of persistent groups.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid rise of massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) in the past several years provides CSCW and CMC researchers massive, contextually rich, and diverse new spaces in which to carry out the study of social interaction, collaboration, and communication online. While most of these MMOGs are swords-and-sorcery themed massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs), such as EverQuest  and World of Warcraft, new genres have also appeared. One of these is the “metaverse,” a massively multiuser space that is entirely participant-created; examples include Second Life, There, and Active Worlds. The term “metaverse” comes from Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash (1992), a science fiction novel that describes a virtual world where participants use a single virtual space for communication, entertainment, and research. Metaverses, though inspired by and in some ways resembling game technologies, are not games; instead, they are socially constructed spaces that spawn a number of subgenres, both familiar and novel, including educational environments, video games, game shows, clubs, architecture tours, virtual sandboxes, external blogs and forums, and so on.
In this paper, we describe our study of virtual events, a common subgenre of metaverses, which to our knowledge has never received academic attention. We present the “virtual event” as an important unit of study because of its central relation to persistent group formation, collaborative multimedia authoring, learning, business/economics, romance, and even (virtual) politics. Virtual events in metaverses thus represent the intersection of leisure and work, where human-computer and human-human interaction resist traditional categorizations. Throughout this paper, we use the term “virtual event” to refer to events as semi-formal or formal social activities that occur in metaverses.
 

This paper will explore the virtual event and its social significance in virtual worlds, with respect to four mutually implicated topics. The paper will describe and interpret the nature of virtual events and discover the characteristics of a successful event. It will explore the use of the virtual event to generate social cohesion in the world and the consequences that has for groups and virtual worlds. It will draw out the role technology has in shaping the way events emerge. Finally, it will explore what CSCW, HCI, and new media theory have to offer with respect to understanding these events. We found that virtual events often combine leisure and work, play and commerce, as well as socializing for amusement and business networking in sophisticated ways, and moreover that the technical environment deeply shaped these interactions. Through analysis of virtual events, we hope to contribute to the understanding of a concept useful to designers of social and cooperative technologies for the support of online social engagement.

2. VIRTUAL ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH
Our focus for the events centered on people, spaces, and interactions among them, which we studied using a rapid ethnographic approach. In addition to observing avatars and their interactions, we also examined the roles that technology played in shaping behaviors and interactions. 

2.1. Design

By adopting the rapid ethnographic approach described in Millen (2000) as our field method, prior to conducting the fieldwork, we identified key research issues we wanted to focus during the observations. This was accomplished by creating a standardized yet flexible set of questions about each event that we wanted to answer by the fieldwork. This set of questions ensured that everybody in the research team was on the same page, and that we captured similar information from each event, regardless of the nature of the event or the team member observing it. We made observations about publicly and readily visible characteristics under the following headings: 

· General description (overview and mood)

· Marketing and promotion

· Media

· Space and physics (environment, props, interface, gravity, collisions)

· Time and sequence (order, duration, iteration, persistence)

· Individuals (avatar demographics)

· Groups/community (leaders, group affiliations, conflict resolution)

· Interactions (among avatars, between avatars and environment, degree of scriptedness)

2.2. Procedure

We observed 29 different events. (As residents of these spaces, we have attended many more events, which doubtless also shaped our perceptions, but they are not explicitly included in this study.) The majority of our study took place in Second Life; our forays into There and Active Worlds were intended to mitigate the generalizability problems inherent in studying only one space. Our period of observation lasted 5 months, in late 2005 and early 2006. Most of the events we visited were marketed events where an active effort was made by the organizers to notify others of the events, usually through means provided for by the system. We also visited community websites, forums, and residents’ blogs to learn about scheduled events. However, several of the events we attended emerged amongst a group of people with no clear organizer and no prior marketing.

Researchers went to the field site several minutes prior to the event start time, which enabled us to survey the physical layout, artifacts (e.g., props, etc.), and any background décor constituting the scene. This was important as the researchers were able to take the time necessary to note the environment in which events took place, to help us understand how the environment contributed to the meaning and use of events. Often more than one researcher was present at a given event to prevent discrepancies and ensure the richest possible description of the event.

During field observation, the researchers had two windows open on the computer screen: one that ran the virtual event, and the other contained a word processor. As recommended by Emerson et al. (1995), we made frequent “jottings” throughout the event using key words and phrases at the moment of the event or soon afterwards to evoke the scene during the write-up. 

On the whole, the ethnographic field practice designed by Millen (2000) proved to be effective in our study, because in contrast to traditional ethnography, rapid ethnography enabled the team to focus on a large number of events in a short amount of time, consistent with our goal of gaining an understanding of different kinds of events, as opposed to a deep study of any single group. By conducting a more focused observation through a set of pre-defined questions, it also provided some common grounds for comparison during data analysis. We discuss our findings in sections 3 and 4 below.

3. NATURE OF EVENTS

Though the virtual events we observed differed greatly in theme, attendees, activities, and setting, they all displayed characteristics that make it possible to identify them as events. In this section, we describe, as well as interpret, these characteristics.

3.1 Virtual Events as CSCW Applications 

We begin by acknowledging that virtual events in metaverses display many characteristics of CSCW applications. As Cao et al. (2003) note, technical features and environment design mediate virtual, interpersonal relationships. Along similar lines, Becker et al. (2002) observe that the mediation of technical and media forms make possible the construction of social fabrics in virtual communities in the form of emergent social conventions and sustainable social bonds. Our analysis focused especially on the relationships between the technical characteristics of the environment and the interactions we saw within it; it revealed that the diegetic settings, technical environments, and software clients of virtual events affect group dynamics (such as, whether they are collaborative or competitive) as well as the nature of groups that participate in them (e.g., how transient or permanent they are). 

Lee et al. (2001) identify four characteristics of CSCW applications, which emphasize the interaction between technical/ media forms and social interaction: 

· Place-making

· Common ground among participants

· Awareness of other members

· Interaction fostering

Virtual events in metaverses exhibit each of these characteristics. 

3.1.1 Place-Making

3D virtual worlds are uniquely positioned to create a sense of place. The participant-created 3D virtual spaces of metaverses not surprisingly are as diverse as they people who create them. They range from designs drawn from the physical layout of familiar places—dance clubs, theatres, water polo pools, Victorian tea rooms, paintball arenas—to uniquely original spaces that exploit their medium to construct new kinds of experiences, such as the Second Life game Tringo, which takes advantage of Second Life’s optional gravity to construct a game-show like space where players float in the air to play a bingo-like mini game for prizes. Magic pod vehicles that deliver skydivers to the virtual heavens and 2 storey snail shells worn to add challenge to maze racing are two further examples. 
The physical space infuses these events with meaningful cultural dimensions (e.g., one mingles and dances in a club, cheers and comments in the stands of a gladiator’s arena) that provide even complete strangers with a common ground for beginning to interact. We discuss place-making in more detail in Section 3.2, in our analysis of setting.

3.1.2 Common Ground Among Participants

The belief that one is in the presence of like-minded people who share unifying objectives provides a sense of comfort that motivates participants to get involved in the event activities. Once a common cultural ground of the space has made it possible for people to come together, it is possible for cooperation to ensue, which leads to group formation and later group cohesion (Duchenault et al., 2004). 

By “common ground” we refer not only to shared understanding of the semantics of a place, but also shared values, a sense of norms, and a code of behavior. The common ground makes possible a set of conventions through which people can relate to one another. An example of this is the D/s (Dominance and submission, a form of BDSM) community called Perilous Pleasures in Second Life. It includes, for example, people active in or interested in the D/s lifestyle, whether online or in real life. That this community can meet online, where there is little to no social stigma associated with D/s, enables people to explore their interest in a community of like-minded individuals. The result is an education- and support-oriented community, which includes frank and practical resources on this form of relationship and sexuality, much of it stored in a virtual library in the form of brief text articles; an expectation that participants will refrain from judging others; and common visual imagery, including fashion, accessories, and even body poses (Bardzell et al., 2006).
3.1.3 Awareness of Other Members

Awareness is the “knowledge of the presence of other people, including their interactions and other activities” (Lee et al., 2001). Members of a team prefer to know who is present in the shared virtual environment, because this knowledge helps anchor their interaction (Erickson et al., 1999). 

The interface provides a number of mechanisms to encourage awareness. A mini-map window in Second Life shows a top-down view of the nearest several virtual acres, with avatars represented as dots (the mini-map can be seen in Figure 2). Friends lists reveal which of one’s friends are presently online, and a small dialog box appears whenever a friend logs on or off. In a limited number of places, non-player characters (NPCs) also provided a sense of presence, though these are generally far less common in metaverses than in traditional video games, on- or offline.

Beyond interface widgets, awareness is also enabled in virtual events through, for example, rituals of greetings. During virtual events, new participants are commonly welcomed and greeted; often hosts go out of their way to ensure everyone is greeted, but in fact many participants typically welcome  participants upon their arrival. This acknowledgement of co-presence provides more than the basic awareness that another avatar is nearby; it also functions as a signifier of inclusion and exclusion. That is, if a new participant is greeted, it signifies that she or he was until that moment excluded from the group (otherwise no greeting would be necessary). Likewise, the person making the greeting is signifying inclusion in the group; this is especially clear in the case where the host is the greeter. If the incoming participant is new to this space and has questions or needs mentoring, the greeter has effectively signified that she or he is a good potential mentor. Even the simplest ritual of greeting thus does more than establish awareness of co-presence; it also establishes rudimentary social relationships.

3.1.4 Interaction Fostering

Interaction fostering refers to the capacity of an environment to encourage social interaction. Because social actors are pragmatic, constantly adjusting their behavior to other people’s actions, based on their interpretations of others’ actions and the language, events provide a mechanism for encouraging social integration, through performance (Goffman, 1958). 

As Goffman (1958) observes, performance is mutually determined by the audience and environment. Individual identity is forged through performance, which enables the social actor to present her- or himself through impressions that are consistent with intended goals. Social interaction occurs when actors communicate information through performance, as manifested in expressions (conscious acts), impressions (unconscious, signed activities), and rituals (regular, predictable actions). 

Sophisticated forms of performance, such as roleplay, were visible in one of the most elaborate events we observed: a wedding between two avatars set in an elven area. The wedding took place in a cathedral, and featured a wizard, a bride and groom, and roughly a dozen guests; all of these avatars were elves. The wedding ceremony itself was elaborately scripted, with a mass-like ceremony (adapted to elven themes), a sequence of appropriate poses (e.g., kissing the bride, carrying the bride from the altar), and a procession to a reception in an undersea garden. In this event, participants role-played elves, wearing appropriate dress and speaking a stylized form of English. They also roleplayed wedding attendees, making appropriate statements and remaining silent at appropriate times according to the context. The nuptial couple also were moving to a new stage of their online relationship, which given the ceremony was presumably a significant step, though we were not privy to the particulars as to the meaning of this union for the couple. 

At any rate, in a literal sense, the event of the wedding puts people in roles, and they begin to behave accordingly. When we first appeared at the wedding, our avatars were in contemporary American dress; we felt awkwardly out of place. So between the wedding and the reception, we went to a nearby store selling elven outfits and providing directions on how to give one’s avatar elven racial characteristics. In short, we ourselves became elves during and as a result of the event.

As these short sketches have shown, social interaction is in part enabled by a coherent and meaningful setting, the appearance of the participants, and the manner in which people act. The setting encourages social actors to perform idealized roles with normative rules of conduct. Clearly, metaverses provide sufficient technical and diegetic contexts to support the formation of groups and communities tied to a place. As such, they should be of interest to CSCW researchers, as possible models/inspirations for interface/virtual community design and as dynamic spaces to study collaborative behavior online. 

In the next sections, we develop these sketches into more detailed analyses.

3.2 Setting

One of the primary ways to understand virtual events is through an analysis of the places in which they occur, that is in the language of literary theory, their setting. The setting includes the physical space in which activity occurs; more importantly, the setting is often meaning-giving. The same imagery may have one meaning in a bar and a quite different meaning in a church. How does the setting of a virtual event lend it meaning for its participants?

Any discussion of setting in virtual social spaces that metaverses such as Active Worlds, There, or Second Life offer is complicated by the multivalent nature of “place” in such contexts. The place, or setting, of virtual social spaces can be described along three distinct levels:

· Diegetic setting: The space within the “magic circle” of the game, that for which the player-user willingly suspends disbelief. This setting might be a medieval castle, a WWII fighter jet, a sport-themed shopping mall, etc.

· Technical environment: The space and physics that the game engine makes possible (and convenient) for developers. This also includes common object types, which become the building blocks of most interactions.

· Client interface: The interface through which player-users interact with each other, the projected virtual world, and the application. The client determines the input/control schemes, windows, camera views, chat interfaces, and so on.

Though these three aspects of the event setting are distinguishable from one another, they are of course interdependent. Built-in objects, methods, properties, and events in the technical environment are the grammar in which the interactions of the diegetic setting are written as well what enables the client to let the user participate in it.

3.2.1 Diegetic Setting

As noted above, the diegetic settings of the events we observed ranged greatly. In spite of the superficial differences in setting, the vast majority of events had a couple important characteristics in common with regard to diegetic setting. 

First, most of the events were held in settings that had familiar real-world counterparts, either in real-life spaces, such as bars and racetracks, or at least in common real-life media settings, including images and props from fantasy-themed popular films. Though many of the settings seemed strange and fantastic, they were strange more in the unexpected juxtaposition of familiar things (such as a battle in Active Worlds between Egyptian gods and Voldemort from Harry Potter) than in the sense of boldly visionary new environments. In other words, the elements of most environments are broadly familiar to players, even if configured in unexpected ways. This is structurally and socially necessary, because users of computer-mediated communication interfaces often transfer their expectations and social conventions from traditional interactions to virtual settings (Dix et al., 2002). This familiarity further ensures a thematically relevant context, which sets the stage for contextually meaningful interaction.

A second characteristic of event settings at the diegtic level that we observed across events of all kinds, and it is related to and evidence of the first, is that avatar behavior, dress, and language were largely (if not universally) appropriate to the setting. While dark-themed kinky talk is common in a gothic cybersex club, it is less common at a sporting event. Likewise, avatars in formal wear (gowns and suits) were common at formal dance and wedding events, while team uniforms were common at water polo events. This characteristic is important, because it provides evidence that the environment has a strong and constructive influence on human-human interactions within it, making the need for rules and enforcement much lighter than it could have been. For example, while we did observe a few instances of “griefers,”
 we found them more commonly in less defined spaces and only rarely in contextually rich spaces. Overall, and in spite of our expectations going in, we found very little evidence of conflict of any sort, at least in the visible public sphere (we had no access to what people were saying to each other in private channels). We believe that a visually rich diegetic setting contributed to the good behavior of participants in the events we observed.

3.2.2 Technical Environment

The technical environment not only makes possible the player’s experience of the event in-world, but it also is the grammar by which developers are able to create these events in the first place. In a participant-created metaverse, such as Second Life, the significance of the technical environment on developers, who are usually serious amateurs, can hardly be overstated. The authoring environment in Second Life includes a simple primitive-based 3D modeling environment (cubes, cones, spheres with scaling and distorting capabilities), a scripting language, and the capacity to import bitmap graphics, or textures, to map onto 3D models as well as the capacity to import short animations (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. The Second Life modeling environment is based on 3D primitives and is used in-world.

Interestingly, the authoring environment is not a separate from the rest of the virtual world. That is, Second Life content is not authored in an external application and then imported into the world. Instead, one’s avatar develops content in-world. This makes Second Life a social multimedia authoring application, where a group of people can literally develop and modify builds simultaneously and in the same space, and in fact such collaboration is quite common. Further, collaborators often define their roles during building, with one person specializing (for example) in Photoshop and textures, while another specializes in building design/architecture. It is also a common behavior for the building and use of spaces to occur simultaneously, and this phenomenon often occurs prior to and during virtual events, where hosts and/or participants construct new or “rez” (create instances of) existing objects as a part of their interactions.
While it is relatively easy to script behaviors among individual objects (such as between a ball and a goal), developing a sophisticated application that is tracking the states of thousands of player, object, and environment variables is prohibitive. As a result, most events that feature avatars interacting with avatars and/or the environment are rough and simplistic, poor cousins of their real-life and traditional video game counterparts. This simplicity, coupled with the common performance problems of metaverses (lag, low frame rates), gives the interactions low production values, at least by normal video game standards, which in turn adds an air of absurdity to the interactions. This air of absurdity fuels much of the social commentary and dialogue surrounding these events, often contributing to, rather than detracting from, the pleasure of the event as a whole.

3.2.3 Client Interface

The client interface includes avatar controls (walking, flying, sitting), the default third-person camera angle, camera controls (pan, zoom, switch to first person), navigation (teleporting across the world; finding events, people, and places), and communicating. The client has a number of mechanisms to enable a variety of communication forms, some of which are literally integrated into the world. In Second Life, the most obvious form of communication is the chat interface, which is spatialized in such a way that avatars only see the chat of people within a certain number of virtual meters; chat at the edge of that range is shown in gray. The chat interface is connected to the diegetic setting, making the diegetic experience a highly textual one, not only because it is spatially integrated but also because the chat appears (by default) in an overlay at the bottom of the screen, partially obscuring the view of the world, often requiring the player to manipulate the camera view to see the desired action and the text (Figure 2). Further integrating chat and diegetic setting are automated gestures, such as hand waves, laughter animations, and so on, triggered by certain phrases in chat, such as “bye” or “lol” (“laugh out loud”). Finally, many in-world objects communicate to players by outputting text into the chat window; for example, at a soccer field, kicking a ball into the goal results in a message being broadcast via the chat channel that a goal has been scored. Chat text is an integrated part of, rather than an external channel to, the 3D world itself.
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Figure 2: The Second Life chat interface is presented as an overlay on the 3D space.

The chat interface of There is also integrated into the 3D world: user messages appear in chat bubbles above her or his head. Gaps are inserted by the system for people who are grouped into a semi-circle, which is another feature of the interface, in order to see the time that messages were spoken. In contrast, the chat system for the older Active Worlds is not integrated with the 3D world, instead displaying chat in a panel separated from the virtual space. The resulting interface makes the experience feel closer to a chat room than the other two environments. These differences in implementation of chat systems underlie major differences in the way the avatar relates to its environment, the way users physically communicate with each other, and the way the interface shapes potential for future interaction.

Less explicitly, yet nonetheless still integrated with the diegetic setting is the instant messaging system, which enables players to instant message one another in-world, regardless of their respective locations. The IM feature, contained within all the environments, thus enables friends separated by great distances to communicate and, if desired, teleport one another to join them. At the same time, it enables private, back-channel communication among avatars in a public group activity, which is presumably used to address private conflicts, coordinate activities, and provide more personal commentary. Private instant messaging enables participants to develop closer, more personal bonds than the public chat, while still occurring in (and being shaped by) the meaning-giving context of the setting and the event.

3.2.4 Integration of Setting Levels

Events are usually understood as taking place in their diegetic settings; participants generally do not consciously think about the technical environment or client interface when participating in events. However, the technical environment and client interface strongly mediate the experience of the diegetic setting. 

Several examples illustrate how the technical environment and client interface mediate the diegetic setting. The nature of the 3D modeling and scripting environments pressure developers to create certain kinds of settings/experiences (as noted earlier, these are usually amusingly simplified, uniquely configured renditions of existing social settings and experiences). At the same time, the chat interfaces, the difficulty of deploying expressive animations, and the lack of VOIP support (in Second Life and Active Worlds; There has optional VOIP), pressures players to interact with each other and their environments in text-oriented ways at the expense of avatar interaction. The performance issues inherent in a streaming world also make fine-tuned physical interaction, of the type found in most video games, impractical, again encouraging participants to behave comparatively more socially than interactively with the space.

3.3 Event Sequence and Progression

We approached event temporality under the assumption that events would have a beginning, a middle, and an end, as if they were something like a combination of a narrative and a structured real life event, such as a sports game. That is, we expected events to involve some sort of central action or performance, that this action or performance would take place in a meaningful context, and that the action or performance would be the primary feature of the event, developed in a single linear fashion toward some conclusion, and to which all else would be subordinate. These assumptions are based on our real-life experiences of events such as birthday parties, weddings, graduations, super bowl parties, and so on, which typically have these characteristics.

Our observations of virtual events revealed that these assumptions, though not wildly incorrect, are inadequate to describe the structural temporality of virtual events. The key difference between real-life and virtual events is that the logic of computing has a fundamental (and yet easily overlooked) impact on temporality, interaction, and social relations. Specifically, we observed that virtual event temporality strongly displays the character of modularity. Modularity is one of Lev Manovich’s (2001) five principles of new media, and includes the idea that elements of new media remain discrete and independent, even when they are integrated into larger systems. Virtual events display modularity on several levels: most of them comprise a series of structurally identical activities (e.g., individual races) that follow one after the other; the events themselves are often repeated daily or weekly at the same times in the same locations; the props used in the events (such as cars and swords) are instances of discrete, replicable objects; and the scripts that enable the interactions are written in an object-oriented scripting language. The central role of modularity in virtual events is visible in the way players deal with one of the most basic tensions of virtual social spaces: the conflict between interest and usability. 

Simply stated, as a general rule of thumb, the more interesting an event is, the harder it is to participate without the implementation of computer-assisted allowances. The reason for this tension is that avatar performance (such as racing, dancing, and building) and text-based chat are two different activities, require different uses of the hands and keyboard in the client, and are hard for people to do simultaneously (Moore, 2006). Of course, it is very easy for avatars to stand around and chat, but such interaction is hardly any better than traditional instant messaging interfaces, such as AIM. If players are engaged in an activity, it may be interesting and take advantage of the 3D space, but the engagement also makes text messaging difficult. 

Many virtual events solve this problem by combining modularity and another of Manovich’s (2001) five principles of new media: automation. This combination is easily seen in a typical example: the club dance. In it, avatars dance to live streaming music and chat. Normally, in video games, dancing is a cognitively challenging activity: the classic exercise game Dance Dance Revolution and rhythm games such as Space Channel 5 are representative examples. But in Second Life, most clubs have a dance machine, which players can click and apply a canned animation to their avatars. Once applied, a string of 10-30 second dance animations are sequentially applied to the avatars to make them dance; looping ensures that the dancing is perpetual and uninterrupted until the player explicitly turns it back off. Once “parked” in a dance animation, which is often synchronized to the music, avatars are engaged in the action, but players are free to devote their primary attention to text chat. 

Though the Second Life dance loop animations free people up to chat, it does so with a cost. The value of avatar performance is obviously diminished, which in turn suggests that the ostensible reason for the gathering—the opportunity to dance to music—is not in fact the real reason for the event. Instead, it is social interaction with the veneer of a club atmosphere that is the main draw. 
This means that the middle part of the beginning-middle-end temporal sequence is static and looping, rather than linear and developing as is the case of many real-life events. More successful clubs make up for this potential deficit by adding other features of interest, including live DJs, costume contests, video streams, and a diversity of automated dance animations that enable greater self-expression. Though such features certainly add interest, they do not alter the underlying temporality, which is irrevocably mapped to the automated loops of the computer, rather than to the dynamic performance of autonomous human actors.

Other kinds of events end up with the same modular/automated logic, arriving at it by different means. For example, gladiatorial combat, NASCAR racing, and poetry readings—all superficially quite different event types—have the same underlying structure. A small subset of participants, usually between one and five, step out of the social arena and perform the main activity—combat, racing, reading aloud—while the remainder of event goers stand around and comment on them (cheering, encouraging, trash talking, and so on). After a couple of minutes, the performing group rejoins the social group and a new set of performers steps (or is dragged) forward. This structure also handles the interest-usability conflict efficiently, and yet it is also highly modular in its logic, in that it can go on as long as sufficient numbers of participants are willing to perform and comment. Throughout, people come and go as they please, so there is little linear development or drama to the performances, only iterations of a behavioral formula. The point of the performance is not, as in a video game, to achieve some specified achievement; it is rather a prompt for social interaction.

Virtual events are obviously not entirely divorced from their real life counterparts. However, the tension between interest and usability, and the ways it is resolved, pushes virtual events into a less teleological organization than many real life events, replacing the real life organization with a looping structure that amounts to an elastic middle of loops and variations without an often anticlimactic end. The end is not the conclusion of an important football game, the song of the most famous rock star, an inspiring encore, or the cathartic dénouement of a narrative; the end often occurs when everyone goes away and the event peters out. In other words, the pleasure of an event is in its eternal middle with its social telos, rather than its progression toward a satisfying conclusion.

3.4 Event Social Interaction Types

Successful events often depend on the ability of individuals in attendance to construct the meaning of the event. The participants’ actions drive the event forward largely in ways unforeseen by system designers or event organizers. While such “appropriation” by event goers is generally expected in shared interfaces (Brignull et al., 2004), it nonetheless demonstrates high-level participant engagement. The most successful events provide opportunities for participants to affect the experience of the event. In several examples of the events, the contributions made to the emergent sequence of actions that made up the event provided the main pleasure to be derived from the event. In one such example, participants collaboratively constructed a story by adding one sentence at a time to an originating sentence, which was seeded by the host. As the story was constructed, participants commented on the direction of the story and the fate of its heroine. Participants evidently gained satisfaction from this event because they had a stake in the story and yet none of them could truly control it. The pleasure derives not from narrative closure, but rather from performative openness, the experience of emergence, the opportunity to play in a set of codes to discover how meaning can emerge from them.

The movement from author/designer controlled content to reader/player controlled content is a principle that has emerged as a part of all postmodern media and theory. Literary theorist Roland Barthes (1977) locates the crucial moment of meaning construction in a text during the performance of its reading, rather than the act of its composition; translated into the contemporary idiom of virtual reality, Barthes’ distinction suggests that those who perform in virtual spaces, rather than those who design them, construct their meaning. This blurring of the line between performance and design can also be seen in avant-garde theatre, as in the works of Allan Kaprow, Yoko Ono, and Augusto Boal. In metaverses, of course, the participant-created architecture, furniture, vehicles, interactions, stages, performances, and so is the defining characteristic of the world. This phenomenon is not bounded by the edges of the metaverses themselves, as the emergence of game-related blogs and forums demonstrates by extending the logic of participant-created content to external media forms.

We observed a variety of different forms of interaction in virtual events. These include chatting, observation, negotiation, performance, contests, mentoring, and commentary (see Table 1). These forms are not exclusive; multiple forms can occur simultaneously. For example, one might see a DJ at one of the dance clubs mentioned above socializing with friends, taking competing requests for songs, commenting on the action in the club, and adjudicating a costume contest. 

Table 1. Seven common forms of social interaction during virtual events.

	Ad Hoc Interactions
	Organized Social Interactions

	Chat

Making Observations

Negotiation
	Performance

Contests

Mentoring

Commentary


The most common forms of interaction are ad hoc, which are usually brief, unstructured, highly context-dependent, and directed toward a small group of participants.

Chatting refers to the informal communications between and among participants. It is commonly light-hearted and humor-filled. Chatting seldom has any long-term consequence, beyond its contribution toward improved social relations, and it is typically ignored by the group of attendees as a whole.

Making observations includes any statement about the event as it evolves, such as pointing out something of interest. Such observations often serve as a response to or even the basis of organized commentary interactions. Observations, too, are commonly humorous, rather than a product of serious inquiry.

Negotiation involves linguistic acts that are directed at the control or structuring of events, especially when aspects of the event proceedings are ambiguous, contested, or thrown into confusion due to the inappropriate behavior of one or more participants. Often, social protocols, such as turn-taking, are developed, reinforced, and promulgated through negotiation.

Ad hoc interactions can be seen implicitly in almost every virtual event in some form; equally important, they also provide the basis for the other four types of socializing that we observed: performance, contests, mentoring, and commentary. Performance addresses actions performed within the environment to change the event or perception of the event in some way. In the collaborative storytelling event described above, the participant reciting the next line of the story is performing; so is the participant who comments, “I wonder what will happen next.” In a game of Primtionary, in which participants build structures using the in-game modeling tools while others try to guess what those structures are, both the builder and the guesser are performing in the environment. We therefore understand “performance” to include any action, verbal or physically/gesturally enacted, that contributes to the event.

Contests, one of Caillois’ (2001) four primary classifications of games, remain one of the most common gaming structures to thrive in metaverses. Because games are still a major source of interpersonal engagement in online virtual worlds, they play an important role in virtual events. Contests also happen to be one of the few game forms that the technical limitations of metaverses do not inhibit; they are also comparatively social in nature. Virtual events can include many kinds of contests, including buggy races, gladiator fights, skydiving, design contests, and even kinkiest costume contests. 

Mentoring is a mode of interaction that provides a mechanism for bringing an uninitiated participant into a virtual event or even the virtual world itself. These modes can be seen most clearly in the teacher-student relationship of classes on modeling and scripting in Second Life, classes on how to throw a virtual wedding, training sessions of a role-playing community (such as elves, BDSM practitioners, and furries) teaching new members community rituals and etiquette, and tours aimed at orienting new members to the virtual world of There. Mentoring is often associated with recruitment and induction into persistent communities.
The final form, commentary, is a publicly articulated interpretation of the event and a key strategy of contemporary media (Johnson, 1997). One event, modeled on the TV series, Mystery Science Theatre, exemplifies the role of commentary: event organizers made available a series of short public domain movies by streaming them into a virtual theatre. As the movies played, the event organizers encouraged participants to share snide comments about the movies with the group. As the event progressed, participants began to make comments about each other’s comments, generating a developed self-referential form of humor within the event. 

Social performance is the event. That is, the event can be understood as a looping structure underlying a diegetic context that sets into motion emergent performances in which participants take part in ad hoc or more structured social interactions. The design of the space and the ostensible context of the event are discursive backdrops that enable the textual performance-interactions described in this section.

4. EVENT MOTIVATIONS

As virtual spaces and metaverses increase their functional value in areas beyond pure gaming, the motivations that participants in these spaces have for logging in diversify to include a wide array of psychological, social, and economic purposes. Nick Yee has observed factors that keep players playing MMORPGs. He observed five main motivations for participation, which he called the “Relationship,” “Manipulation,” “Immersion,” “Escapism,” and “Achievement” factors (Yee, 2005). In addition to these factors, one might add an “Economic” factor to this list, especially given the increased role commerce plays in metaverses, compared to MMORPGs.

These same factors play out in the virtual events that are constructed within the world. For this paper, we subdivide motivation more structurally into:

· Reasons to host an event

· Reasons for first visiting an event

· Reasons for staying at an event (or returning to a later instance of it)

Each of these relates mostly to the dichotomy of organizing versus participating in an event.

4.1 Hosting Events

Hosts have different motivations for wanting to hold an event than participants have for attending them, despite the fact that hosts themselves typically participate in the event as well. Hosts oftentimes are concerned with the environment they have designed or to which they belong, the groups of which they are members, and the theme of these groups and the environments. There are six factors that appear to motivate people to host events: 

· A source of entertainment for the host

· The desire to extend social networks for the host and the host group and meet new people

· Increased sales of virtual merchandise and services

· Increased site popularity for the host’s environment

· Opportunity for group bonding

· Opportunity to construct/participate in ritual

Many events are little more than an opportunity to have fun with others. This is the driving factor in most small, informal events. The virtual event as an opportunity to extend social networks is a significant factor at most formally organized events, as evidenced by the visible offers of group membership, friendship, and sharing of event schedules. These events also provide opportunities for individuals to perform the virtual equivalent of swapping business cards by putting each other on their friends lists, provided by the system interface itself (Figure 3). Welcome area leaders and tour guides gear many of the events they host towards meeting new people, which for them is a source of satisfaction in itself. Groups extend social networks as a way for developing popularity within their group, which adds value to the group because a larger social network means more group resources.
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Figure 3: Right-clicking another avatar enables you to offer friendship.

The virtual event also represents an opportunity to sell merchandise and services, a popular motivation for larger groups and commerce-driven areas such as casinos and clubs. Hosts sponsor events that are free to attend, which brings participants to a space where vendors have an opportunity to sell event-relevant merchandise and services to them. For example, many events require special objects to participate, such as fishing rods for fishing events and parachutes for skydiving events mentioned already. In addition to the required object itself, stores can up-sell premium accessories for the experience at an additional cost. In addition to the parachute required to participate in a skydiving event, one can also purchase any one of a variety of skydiving boards, helmets, jackets, and flares, which enhance the experience. 

Hosts also use events to promote site popularity, especially within large group and in commerce-driven areas. In all three metaverse clients we studied, interfaces enabling players to search areas based on popularity are readily available. Hosting events is an easy way to get one’s space high in these listings, which in turn can drive the commerce in the area. Virtual events also offer a mechanism to bring group members together to maintain and develop social cohesion. By keeping members active in a group, leaders can increase the likelihood that the group will persist. 

Finally, virtual events are a source of ritualistic value, especially for subgroups and dedicated individuals in specialized groups, such as those dedicated to role play themes. Rituals are common in the fantasy-themed BDSM role-play realm of Gor in Second Life, based on the fantasy novels by John Norman; in the Gor library, one finds transcripts for highly ritualized collaring ceremonies (which mark the initiation of a D/s relationship) and even execution ceremonies (which mark the dissolution of such relationships). Other common rituals include weddings and even virtual births.

Of the five factors Yee identifies for participation (plus the economic factor that we added), relationship, manipulation, and economic factors appear most to motivate the construction of events. The economic incentive is perhaps the most important of all, a point worth emphasizing in a domain (“massively multiplayer online games”) that many reductively consider to be “mere games,” a notion that blinds one to much of the richness and sophistication of the human activity in these spaces.

4.2 Event Participation

People decide to participate in virtual events for a number of reasons as well:

· To extend social networks and meet new people

· To win in-game currency

· To be educated about something in-world, including areas and groups, or out-of-world issues

· To purchase or inquire about merchandise and services

· To experience something new and different 

Once at an event, people choose to stay and continue participating for the above reasons as well as a couple new ones:

· To advance game-related achievement

· To experience non-game related entertainment

Most of these motivations are straightforward and self-explanatory, and their role was easily observed. For example, many contest-oriented events used the winning of in-game currency as a motivator for people to participate. 

Deeper forms of motivation, such as opportunities to learn, deserve attention. Mentoring is an important phenomenon in metaverses, whose clients are sophisticated pieces of software in their own right, and whose constituents form complex and vibrant cultures that have no exact real-life counterparts. Even veteran residents become “newbies” again when they join a new community or explore a new type of interaction, so mentoring interactions are a nearly universal part of metaverse residency, and most people are happy to share their experience. One positive implication of this is that people seldom have to learn anything on their own, either through trial and error or reading some kind of documentation, because learning has naturally evolved as a social activity in these spaces. Examples of common mentoring opportunities include sessions on virtual wedding planning, modeling and scripting tutorials, welcome tours and open houses, and entry into and training for special communities, such as role-play communities. Though participants often go to such events in order to learn, they often also come away with improved social ties.

The last two motivations, those for staying at an event, also merit mention. Advancing game-related achievement harkens to MMORPG predecessors, which replace simple win conditions with complex systems of leveling up, resource management, unique inventory acquisition, and character status. While metaverses do not handle these issues as well as dedicated MMORPGs such as World of Warcraft and EverQuest, in part because the technical environment discourages the data storage and manipulation that underlies it, we nonetheless saw evidence of this motivation in some locations, where quick iterations enabled meaningful improvements in status, such as card games in There or RPG simulations in Second Life and Active Worlds. The final motivation—to experience non-game related entertainment—is forecast earlier in the paper. Even when people tire of the ostensible reason for the event, the social ties and opportunity to participate in a commentary community provide a reason to stay. This is especially prevalent in clubs, whose primary activity grows stale quickly, and in competitions in which one’s friends are participating.

5. EMERGENCE OF PERSISTENT GROUPS

Similar to guilds, clans, and other social groupings in MMORPGs, persistent groups in metaverses are formed to enhance human-human and human-artifact interactions in-world. While group construction in MMORPG often comes about due to the need for collaboration so that all members of the group collectively can contribute to the success of a given quest too difficult for any one of them to complete alone (Duchenault et al., 2004), the rationale behind group formation in metaverses is often unrelated to game play. Persistent groups exist in metaverses for commerce, education, business/professional networking, shared hobbies, and so on.

As noted throughout the paper, virtual events are conducive to the formation of peripatetic communities and groups. Events bring people together, old friends and strangers alike. They also often include subtle yet extensive mechanisms that enable community formation. Events are not only the sites of people coming together; they also include explicit and implicit codes of behavior that encourage people to behave within certain norms. Forms of conflict and negotiation are played out in light of these codes, and in the process, a sense of belonging, mutual support, shared emotion, and other profound social connections are able to occur. 

CSCW research shows that when they first enter groups, people often have different kinds of knowledge and conflicting goals (Ackerman, 2001). That groups manage to survive in spite of these conflicts suggests that they have mechanisms that enable them to incorporate people into a shared sense of purpose. Metaverse groups demonstrate many of the same dynamics, and the event is one of the ways identity is constructed, where participants’ orientations and objectives are rearticulated and reconfigured. 

5.1 Explicit Grouping and Identity

Metaverses such as Second Life include thousands of groups, and an individual can belong to up to 15 of them at a time. To make grouping visible and useful, a mechanism needs to exist explicitly, rather than implicitly, to create groups and enable people to identify with them. The Second Life interface makes such explicit group formation easy enough on the technical level. Additional features, however, do more than associate a collection of individuals as a group (in contrast to, say, a permissions group in a security environment). Identity is invested in the group, which is inherited by the individuals within it. Of course, identity is also negotiated by members of the group; their acceptance of a group’s identity is usually not passive, but rather reflexively shapes the group in a dynamic and often emergent way.
The Second Life application contains a simple dialog-based interface for players to form groups. Players name the groups, provide a description, determine whether and how to promote the group (Figure 4), decide whom to invite, determine voting privileges and group finances. Of special note are the group titles, which appear in-world beside people’s names, signifying group membership. These titles may be descriptive (“Member of SL Educators”), ironic (“Free Slot Addict”), or commercial (“The Edge Dancer”). Because they appear over avatar heads preceding their names, these titles provide instant contextual information to everyone within view of the avatar. 
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Figure 4: The Second Life group interface enables players to administer persistent groups.

Because many people join groups during events, and because identity is conferred in part through the groups of which one is a member, virtual identity becomes one of the few event phenomena that persist after the event has ended. 
The interweaving of virtual event, grouping, and identity was visible in a recent high-profile event that blended a real-life art event with a virtual one. The Happening is a real-life event produced by R & B Coffee in Washington, D. C, to celebrate local art and culture. The Electric Sheep Company, a Second Life consulting firm, streamed live video of the event into Second Life. Second Life residents around the world were invited to congregate in the virtual recreation of R & B coffee on Sheep Island in Second Life and participate in the event free of charge. Prior to the event, the organizer sent out an announcement advising interested parties to join the “Happening” group as a prerequisite to participating in the activity. In this case, the Happening group became a virtual surrogate for a ticketing system, while those who participated became associated with the Washington, D.C. art scene. 

5.2 Group Durability and Dynamics
Patterns of group dynamics reveal interpersonal relations in the forms of conflicts, reciprocity, power, and group durability.  Roles of authority can be inverted, group membership and structure can change over time, and subgroups can form as a result of power relations and chemistry among group members. 
More often than not, events come about as a result of one individual or a small but persistent group of metaverse residents. As stated earlier, motivations for organizing and holding virtual events center on commercial, social networking, entertainment benefits. The hosts of these events are often experienced metaverse residents who initiate newcomers into the environment and moderate many of these social activities by laying out rules for everybody. Since the nature of activities requires collaboration among participants, the presence of a leadership figure (i.e., the host) provides a contextual framework to these events. As such, the host represents the centrality of power, at least initially. 

While events are initiated by organizers/hosts, once they begin, it is up to participants to make these events succeed. As participants take over events, power relations between organizers and regular participants and between the participants themselves change. These relations develop dynamically, even in cases where a structuring protocol exists and is followed (e.g., turn-taking). For example, in the case of the card-playing event in There, players follow a global event structure that is the card playing activity proper. At the same time, one might witness nested, smaller level negotiations: for example, one of the players may be winning the game and the rest of the players may decide to collaborate against the winning player. This development does not affect the global rules of the card game or the turn-taking protocol; however, it does create two sub-groups and a relation between them (the winning player versus all the conspirators) with different objectives and communication dynamics. In the event that the conspirators are successful in undermining the winning player, the two subgroups and their objectives are likely to dissolve, with the emergence of new ones.

Hosts of popular or important events gradually develop reputations; if their reputations become strong enough, they become recognized as “celebrities.” Celebrities can upset group dynamics, by accreting disproportionate power and influence, which may in turn fracture communities and spawn off subgroups. The disappearance of a group celebrity often has a powerful impact on the group, even resulting in the dissolution of the original social network (Shi et al., 2004).  Second Life celebrity Aimee Webber’s influence on grouping is visible not only in the in-world spaces and events she has been involved in creating, including shops, clubs, and public spaces in Midnight City and Hawthorne, but also in Second Life official forums and beyond. Another Second Life celebrity, Prokofy Neva, after extensive battles with Aimee on the forums (from which he was eventually banned), has gone so far as to create a blog that features frequent attacks on Aimee Webber; user comments on Neva’s blog often include flame wars between fans of the two celebrities, revealing that groups persist in-world and outside of it.

Prokofy Neva’s actions and the identity he projects illustrates the concept of “front,” defined by Goffman (1958) as: “the expressive equipment of a standard kind of intentionally or unwittingly employed by the individual during his performance” (p. 22). The front allows Prokofy Neva, a former member of the Second Life forum community, not only to reconnect with that community, despite his banishment from it, but to continue exerting his influence upon it. This continuing relationship thus brings out both positive (strengthening and uniting the Webber camp) and negative (the feud among group members) group dynamics. This is achieved through the social role (i.e., eloquent instigator) Prokofy Neva fulfills and his consistent performance of that role. That Prokofy Neva continues to have a large audience encourages ongoing performance of this role; as such, all group members obtain a certain level of “understanding,” and in the process perform their own roles in a mode of “co-operation.” (Goffman, 1958). 

5.3 Events and Cliques 

What then, are the characteristics of a successful group in virtual events? CSCW research emphasizes the importance of critical mass for members to be willing to use the system, and Social Network Analysis (SNA) stresses the presence of clique, an intimate, non-kin group that gives stability to groups. We see this clique as comprising three subgroupings according to degree of participation, a breakdown we have adapted from Scott (1991) to describe the cliques we observed:

· A core group of prominent participants, including a host or celebrity and her or his most intimate associates

· A primary members group, who plan participation in advance and stay for most of the duration of events

· A secondary members group, who opt-in accidentally or who take part in activities only briefly.

The long-term health of a group depends in part on the size of subgroups (Yee et al., 2006) and the ability of people to move among degrees of participation. That is, secondary members can become primary members and even core members over time, if their interest and  participation permits, while core members who want or need a break can downgrade to primary or even secondary members without overly disrupting the group.

Metaverse events are a primary mechanism through which these kinds of cliques develop and maintain themselves. Events are typically organized and hosted by members of the core group. They are attended by both primary and secondary members. The interface even renders membership in these subgroups highly visible. Hosts typically have group officer names floating over their heads alongside their avatar names, such as “The Edge Manager” (in the case of the cyberclub, The Edge), while primary members often bear a group member name, such as “The Edge VIP.” Secondary members do not have The Edge group titles at all. However, extended or regular participation in The Edge events is likely to get them an invitation to join the The Edge VIP member group, and if not, they can often request it. Likewise, we observed instances where hosts (generally for real-life reasons) had to leave in the middle of events for which they were responsible; in such cases, other core members and even regular primary members stood up and took over, immediately earning them leadership status within the group. 

Stated more generally, metaverse events afford “discretionary engagement” (Brignull et al., 2004); that is, events are typically designed in such a way as to allow participants to engage with other participants and activities based on their comfort level and objectives. Participants who want to remain at the secondary level generally feel no pressure to move up to a primary level. While we did witness instances of reluctant or shy participants being encouraged to perform, during some of the hybrid performance-commentary events described earlier, typically those pressured in this way were recognized primary members of the community. Secondary members were as a rule not pressured, providing evidence that members of the clique are aware of their own standings and those of most if not all other participants.

We also believe that the modular temporality of events, described earlier, facilitates clique formation and maintenance. The looping structure of a virtual event, and the relatively low consequences of any one of its iterations, facilitates both discretionary engagement and mobility across clique subgroups. It facilitates discretionary engagement, because people can come and go as they please without causing significant disruption to the event, and because people can test the waters by, for example, performing in just one iteration of a race, to see if they like it. Of course, performances in multiple iterations enhances one’s reputation, which can move one from secondary to primary and even to core status. 

The construction of and participation in these three subgroups is useful to social actors of all levels:  members of the core circle use the social network to solidify their relationships and extend their influence. Those who are in the primary circle have a stable place to act out their interests and the power to ensure that events remain relevant to their goals. Secondary, non-members of the network obtain practical information about the environment, access to its members and leaders, and above all opportunity to discover in their own time whether this is a group to which they want to belong as primary members. The combination of the fulfillment of individual needs, feelings of inclusion, as well as shared emotional bonds are markers that demonstrate the harmonious functioning of a group (McMillan et al., 2004; Blanchard et al., 2004).

6. CONCLUSION 

Virtual events in metaverses are far more than meaningless game interactions. Instead, virtual events are a nearly universal phenomenon, valuable to everyone from rank newbies to seasoned celebrities. Standing at the intersection of play, technology, social interaction, and virtual commerce, virtual events are a primary mechanism for the formation and maintenance of sophisticated online communities. 

Several forces convene to shape virtual events into the phenomena they have become. Technical characteristics of the metaverse environment discourage human-environment exploration and interaction, and instead encourage human-human interaction. The human social need to be a part of, and define oneself in terms of, a particular group drives people to events, which become a major locus of grouping. The extraordinary influence of commerce ensures that the driving force behind events is frequently not mere entertainment, but rather a quasi-professional endeavor. The in-world and social nature of the authoring toolset results in settings that emerge dynamically, whose meaning is capable of shifting as quickly as someone can change the environment. The structural centrality of modularity and automation in events not only gives events their characteristic temporality, but it also makes them replicable and portable, ensuring their ubiquity and efficacy throughout the metaverse.

Understanding how and why events are of such importance can inform designers who hope to feature many of the successful characteristics of these social interactions in CSCW applications.
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� Virtual events, such as raids, exist in MMORPGs as well; however, these events are outside of the scope of this paper.


� “Griefers” are players who exploit their in-game power to harass newer or weaker players; griefing is considered a form of abuse.


� Another factor may simply be the comparative maturity of the real-life players. The median age of Second Life players, for instance, is 32 (Edery, 2006).


� Indeed, a desire to shift focus away from games per se to the broader practical and even “ordinary” uses of these spaces seems to have motivated Castronova’s (2005) embrace of the term “synthetic worlds” over “massively multiplayer online games.”
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