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Outline 

•  Common dynamics of online player groups 
– Dispersed and computer-mediated 
– Voluntary and self-organized 

•  The study 
•  The case: “Illuria” 
•  Results 
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Dispersed and computer-
mediated 

•  Online multiplayer groups are often at least partly 
dispersed 

•  E.g. different national or other cultures, different time 
zones, and different languages 
–  Still, it is fairly typical that people play online games with people 

they know [Williams, Ducheneaut, Xiong, Yee & Nickell 2006] 

•  Typically at least partly computer-mediated 
–  Several possible challenges for leadership, such as dependability 

on computer networks, availability of communication tools, and 
the members’ competence in using them 
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Voluntary and self-organized 
•  Playing online multiplayer games is practically always 

voluntary and includes an element of ”fun” 
–  a range of motivations, e.g. achievement, social, immersion [Yee 

2006] 
–  differing motivations can cause conflicts 

•  Group formation and organization is player-oriented 
–  social organization or even strict hierarchies are not uncommon 
–  increasingly complex tasks requiring coordinated effort typically 

lead to more interdependent roles within a group [Hollingshead, 
McGrath & O’Connor 1993] 

•  Collaborative groups [Stohl & Walker 2002] 
–  naturally formed, self-organized 
–  the group has a shared goal that cannot be reached by any 

group member alone 
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The study 

•  Purpose: to explore the expectations and 
experiences that members of multiplayer 
communities have towards leadership 
communication in multiplayer games 

•  Method: case study of a multiplayer game called 
“Illuria” 

•  Six themed e-mail interviews 
•  Respondents: age 19 - 39, male, Finnish 
•  Qualitative, inductive content analysis 
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“Illuria” 
•  Turn-based online strategy game 
•  two 8-player teams 
•  a long-term turn-based strategy game (one game can last many 

years) 
•  Game-play: resource management, tactical movement of troops, 

dealing with the in-game market, etc. -> slow pace 
•  Most players had a long, shared history, and many of them had 

met face-to-face over the course of years 
•  Many of the respondents had leadership experience in the game 
•  In addition to e-mail, a web forum and a yearly meeting offer 

players ways to communicate. 
•  Communication occurs mostly through e-mail (approximately 

200 messages / month) 
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The leader as a primus motor 
•  Functions: asking about other players’ situation, urging others to 

communicate, taking care of other players’ (in-game) needs, etc. -> 
Activating others to communicate 

•  ”Without a leader communication dries up, which in turn is bad for enjoying 
the game” (Interviewee 1) 

•  “Be active. Keep up a steady stream of noise. Make sure that what you say is 
understood, and if it is quiet, spam until you get a response... :)” (Interviewee 
3) 

•  The importance of “keeping up the noise” for dispersed groups: 
–  The “babble theory” [e.g. Sarker, Grewel & Sarker 2002] proposes that the 

sheer amount of communication predicts leadership in online contexts. This 
shows for example in how often leaders initiate communication and tasks. 

–  “Phatic exchange” [Malinowski 1923]: communication that does not include 
significant information or facts, but expresses sociability and helps maintain ties 
between individuals 
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•  A combination of experience, activity and good 
leadership communication were seen as beneficial 

•  ”Generally speaking, one could say that in such a team game 
effective communication gives a much stronger boost to one’s 
team than dazzling tactical skills, even though you need those 
as well.” (Interviewee 4) 

•  Interesting parallels to other knowledge-intensive 
contexts 
–  organizing, creating and distributing information to others can be seen 

as key in building success [Holton 2001]. 
–  the sense of (virtual) community is affected by leaders’ enthusiasm, 

manifested in how actively a leader participates in the group or 
community effort [Koh & Kim 2004]. 

The leader as a primus motor 
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The necessity of authority 

•  Especially in the more competitive or task-oriented player 
organizations, firm leadership is seen as beneficial [e.g. Williams 
et al. 2006] 

•  ”Sometimes you have to railroad decisions through, make others do 
as you wish, if it seems like it won’t work otherwise.” (Interviewee 
4) 

•  ”The sheer amount of time that communication takes can be 
frustrating at times – especially if you have to justify and argue a 
lot. Ergo: authoritative style is the fastests and most 
efficient.” (Interviewee 2) 

•  On the other hand, the need for voluntary collaboration 
emphasizes that authoritative style might need to be softened 
at times 
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Leadership as work 
•  Respondents characterized leadership communication as 

resource-intensive, especially related to time-usage: 
•  ”Many experienced players know that success in the game requires 

significant use of time from the leaders, and this means that the 
leading position is not necessarily the most sought-after. I would 
estimate that the people who end up as leaders are the ones who can 
best balance their time-usage between real life and the 
game.” (Interviewee 3) 

•  Leadership as responsibility: making difficult choices and carrying 
the weight of failed operations. 

•  As an interviewee answered the question about whether he 
would agree to take a leading position in the game: ”Not anymore, 
at least without some sort of monetary compensation. Its like 
work.” (Interviewee 2). marko.siitonen@jyu.fi



Conclusions 
•  Interesting parallels to other contexts of dispersed, computer-

mediated cooperation on group level (e.g. virtual teams) 
•  The dialectic tensions between fun and work, freedom and orderliness, 

autonomy and control seem to be especially important 
–  > produsage, crowd sourcing etc. social web 

•  The question of transfer remains: 
•  at least in simpler issues it might to be possible for cognitive skills 

gained through gaming to result in improved performance in real life 
tasks [Mileham 2008] 

•  players and researchers alike feel there is something valuable to learn 
from playing with regards to communication and leadership skills 
[DeMarco, Lesser & O’Driscoll 2007; Mileham 2008] 

•  More situated research accross game genres needed: not only 
MMOG or FPS 
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